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game, but know when the game has nothing else to give you and when it is time to move on. 
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The media’s overrepresentation of Black men in entertainment often portrays that the only Black 
males who are successful are those who are either professional athletes or entertainers. 
Therefore, at an early age, many Black boys aspire to capitalize on what society speculates to be 
their best attributes—physical ability. African American male athletes spend countless hours 
practicing, exerting a great deal of energy, and enduring physical pain and injuries while 
competing, all for the slim hope of securing a roster spot on a professional sports team. While 
college is intended to be a place to acquire the necessary skills or credentials needed to gain 
entrance into a career, many student-athletes at major Division I institutions view college as 
simply an audition for professional leagues. The purpose of this case study was to understand the 
experiences that influence African American male student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, 
and academic persistence at a Division II Historically Black College. The findings showed that 
sports played a significant role in providing the participants an opportunity to attend college, and 
revealed that the HBCU culture was influential in their self-efficacy to secure non-sports related 
careers. It is anticipated that this study will help to understand the ongoing relevancy of HBCUs 
and how it prepares African American male student-athletes for life after sports. 
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Athletic competition can be a lure for many young boys, particularly African American 
males, to someday aspire to play professionally like their much-admired pro athletes. The road to 
this incredible journey begins with something as simple as playing in a youth league and can 
spiral into something on a much grander scale such as the highly competitive and scrutinized 
Amateur Athletic Union (AAU) league play. Here, both the youth competitor and the parents 
alike, are all invested in the prospect moving one step closer to professional athletics. A dream 
that this researcher, at one point, could relate to.  
As a child, there was nothing that made me happier than playing basketball. Whether it 
was at school during recess or after school when I made it home, being granted permission to go 
outside and play was a feeling like none other. Playing basketball was a privilege because the 
adults in my life (i.e., parents, teachers, etc.) possessed the power and authority that either 
granted or denied me access to go outside and play. In the present day, instead of wanting to go 
outside, Rideout, Foehr, and Roberts (2010) reported that children spend more than seven and a 
half hours a day in front of a screen watching television, playing video games, or on the 
computer.  
Born as an African American male and raised in Little Rock, Arkansas in the mid-1980s, 
my early childhood and adolescent years were spent in 1990s. My mother, a school teacher and a 
firm advocate of education, believed that nothing was more important than for me to do well 
academically. My father, a police officer, was a disciplinarian that enforced rules comparable to 
the legal system. Although my parents divorced when I was around 7 or 8 years old and I lived 
with my mother, my father maintained a close relationship throughout my early childhood. My 
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parents were the primary reason that I was a straight-A student and rarely got in trouble at 
school.  
While I excelled academically, school was never something that was enjoyable or done 
by choice. I was told by my parents that I had to go and do well so that is what I did. Like many 
other African American boys, my first career aspirations were not to become anything that 
required one to do well in school such as a doctor or lawyer, but rather to be like my favorite 
superstar athlete—Michael Jordan. Gatorade’s much acclaimed commercial “I want to be like 
Mike”, originally aired in 1991, assured that there were countless other kids around the world, 
not to mention some adults, whom idolized the legendary basketball superstar Michael Jordan as 
much as I did. The commercial featured Michael Jordan playing basketball with children while 
Gatorade’s original lyrics and catchy tune played in the background. I often tried to imitate 
Michael Jordan by attempting fade away jump shots, sticking my tongue out as I dribbled the 
basketball, and lowering the regulation 10-foot goal to a height where I could dunk. At 8 years 
old, Jordan became my idol; the professional athlete I wanted to become; the person I viewed as 
the epitome of success. 
As a reward for my good grades and because my interest in basketball was evident, my 
parents allowed me to play in different youth basketball leagues throughout the city. During the 
summer months, I attended basketball camps and travelled nationally to play in AAU 
tournaments. AAU is multi-sport organization that “focuses its effort into providing sports 
programs for all participants of all ages beginning at the grass roots level” (AAU Sports, 2016). 
The AAU tournaments hosted throughout the country allow players to compete and to display 
their skills in front of sports broadcasters, college recruiters, college coaches and at that time, 
even professional scouts. Playing at a high level at an AAU sponsored tournament can, and has 
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resulted in players receiving scholarship offers from colleges and endorsement deals with athletic 
apparel companies. As innocent as it may seem, this level of involvement via athletic play 
affected me as well as many others. What initially is intended to be just for fun, builds into 
passion and love that many Black boys visualize themselves doing for the rest of their lives.  
This cycle of competitive play throughout the school year and during the summer 
continued for me throughout my school years. It was not until I was twelve years old that my 
mother passed away from breast cancer that I decided to take a summer off from playing. From 
that day forward, I went to live with my father who vowed that he would never force me or put 
any pressure on me to play any sport. He did, however, promise that he would uphold my 
mother’s desire for me to graduate not only high school, but to also earn a college degree. 
Although my mother was no longer living, in her honor, I pushed myself to stay on the academic 
honor roll every year throughout junior high and high school. Even after my mother passed, 
basketball was still a high a priority for me simply because I enjoyed playing. Additionally, 
basketball provided exposure, the opportunity to travel and my personal favorite, the attention 
from girls.  
Around my sophomore and junior year of high school, basketball began to look and feel 
differently. I initially played basketball for fun. However, as I got older, the joy of playing for 
pleasure faded as basketball began to feel like a job. Practices were longer and harder. Coaches 
were more demanding as stakes were higher. Rules and regulations were even violated, as 
coaches recruited players outside of school districts and teachers manipulated grades in athletes’ 
favor. The risk of not performing well and/or winning meant the possibility of not playing for 
state championships and not receiving college athletic scholarships. Thus, it was portrayed that 
one would potentially not be able to take care of themselves or provide for their family if they 
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were not in the 1.1% (NCAA, 2017a) of collegiate student-athletes that do “make it to the 
league” (National Basketball Association-NBA).  
The love that I once had for the game of basketball became lost by the end of my junior 
year of high school. No longer did I view basketball as being innocent and pure. No longer was 
basketball fun. No longer did I see myself wishing and hoping I would make it to the NBA. No 
longer did I want to be like my childhood idol, Michael Jordan. No longer was I going to do 
what my coaches and school administrators thought was best for me. Consequently, I sought to 
prove that an African American man did not have to play sports to be successful, but could be 
just as prosperous using his intellectual prowess rather than his physical ability.   
The underlying theme of this qualitative study will be grounded in career self-efficacy 
and career maturity. Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s belief they have in their capabilities to 
produce effects or accomplish a task (Bandura, 1994). Career maturity, or vocational maturity, is 
a developmental process in which a person deals with his occupational choice and the way in 
which one handles his occupational choice (Crites, 1973). Super (1955) defined career maturity 
as, “the place reached on the continuum of vocational development from exploration to decline” 
(p. 153).  
To pursue this research, this study employed a descriptive, single case study method to 
describe the lived experiences of those who self-identify as African American male and who are 
or were collegiate student-athletes at a Division II Historically Black College. Chapter 1 provides 
the background of the study, specifies the problem of the study, describes its significance, 
presents an overview of the methodology used to frame the design, and lastly, discusses the 




Background of the Study 
Historically, people of color and particularly those with African roots have been 
oppressed and marginalized since their involuntary arrival to the Americas (Blauner, 1972; 
Riphagen, 2008; Seabrook & Wyatt-Nichol, 2016; Wright & Rogers, 2011). From the late 15th 
century until the middle of the 19th century, millions of Africans were kidnapped, tortured, raped, 
and terrorized during their involuntary migration to North and South America (Africology, 2016; 
Ettis, 2001; Duchet, 1978; Lovejoy, 2005). Such inhumane acts against Africans were committed 
by English traders who sought to receive lucrative payment for supplying the West Indies with 
thousands of slaves annually. American merchants petitioned that they too could benefit in the 
exportation of Africans to America. As a result, the signing of a treaty called “the Assiento” in 
1713 between England and Spain enabled slave traders to import as many slaves as they wished 
and to sell them at any price they could get. The treaty became a compromise between nations as 
both the kings of Spain and England each received one-fourth of the profits from each trade (Du 
Bois, 2007).  
 Upon their arrival to the Americas, Africans were denied the right to maintain their 
native language, punished for any attempts to educate themselves, deprived of the right to 
maintain their spiritual practices and were often separated from their families and loved ones 
(Africology, 2016; Duchet, 1978; Tolman, 2011). Africans and later, African Americans were 
considered nothing more than the proper of their white slave owners. As a result, slaveholders 
“created a racist [ideological] social structure with Blacks at the bottom” (Sage, 1998, p. 83). For 
nearly 300 years, African Americans were the free labor force that drove the production and the 
development of an entire country: A country that was never intended to provide equal 
opportunity or access for them.  
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Not all slaves were treated as harshly as others, however. Slaves who may not have been 
treated as severely were those who served to entertain their white masters by way of dance, 
games, and sport play. Regardless of the severity of treatment, Griffith (2010) emphasized that 
slave owners still maintained strict conditions to limit slaves’ individuality or empowerment. 
According to Sage (1998), boxing and horse racing were two primary sporting social relations 
between Whites and Blacks during the slavery era (1619 to 1865). Both boxing and horse racing 
were popular because people could wager on the outcome. Other sports included wrestling, 
jumping, running, ball games, and stick throwing (Griffith, 2010). While slaves sought sports to 
release built up emotions and frustrations and to escape from the realities of slave life, slave 
owners reveled in their dominance and power over an entire race of people.  
African Americans slaves were not freed from slavery until 1865 with the passing of the 
Thirteenth Amendment. Although, “legally” freed, Jim Crow laws, Black Codes, and 
institutional racism, kept African Americans “locked in vicious cycles of poverty” (Africology, 
2016, p. 140). One of the few places that Blacks could demonstrate they were equal or even 
superior to Whites was through competitive sports. However, because most colleges and 
universities during the 1800s did not admit African Americans, Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities (HBCUs) became the reservoirs for Black athletes during the late 1800s and 
throughout the early 1900s (Hawkins, 2010). Because predominately White college teams did 
not play Black teams, athletic programs offered at HBCUs were created to impact the holistic 
development of its students, to provide entertainment, and economic empowerment in the Black 
communities where the schools were located (Cooper, Cavil, & Cheeks, 2014). Major league 
sports also restricted access to African Americans and as a result, professional Negro leagues 
were created. According to Sage (1998), the professional Negro leagues flourished for more than 
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40 years allowing African American athletes to play and earn a salary. Although the salaries 
were marginal compared to those of the average white major leaguers, Gardner and Shortelle 
(1993) mentioned that being a professional athlete gave players some financial security as well 
as prestige, respect, and public esteem. Sports, therefore, were and have continued to be an 
opportunity for many African Americans males to obtain equality, financial stability, and even 
social acceptance (Eitzen, 2006). 
It was not until the year 1947, however, that the Brooklyn Dodgers signed Jackie 
Robinson as the first African American to play Major League Baseball. Three years later in 
1950, Chuck Cooper, along with Earl Lloyd, integrated professional basketball and became the 
first African Americans to play in the National Basketball Association (NBA). African American 
athletes such as Jackie Robinson (baseball), Earl Lloyd (basketball), Kenny Washington 
(football), Jesse Owens (track & field), Althea Gipson (tennis), Joe Louis (boxing), and Wilma 
Rudolph (track & field) can be considered as integration pioneers in their respective sports. Not 
only are they considered to be pioneers, but they are also viewed as icons and inspirations for the 
athletes that have followed. Of the abovementioned athletes, Chuck Cooper (West Virginia 
State), Earl Lloyd (West Virginia State), Wilma Rudolph (Tennessee State), and Althea Gibson 
(Florida A&M) all attended a HBCU. Crowley (2006) mentioned that during the 20th century, 
HBCUs were where a great majority of black student-athletes played.  
Today, however, Miller, David, and Steinfeldt (2015) point out that Historically White 
Institutions, presently referred to as Predominately White Institutions (PWIs) (Brown & Dancy, 
2010), are now considered to be the primary pathway to a professional sports career for African 
American male athletes, while those who attend a HBCU go relatively unnoticed by most 
spectators and are even overlooked by sports connoisseurs. Cooper et al. (2014) claims the 
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assimilation efforts of the Civil Rights movement in the 1960s “benefited the dominant White 
class at the expense of Black-operated institutions such as HBCUs” (p. 310). At the forefront of 
the movement was the link between race and class where neither class nor race trumped the other 
(Hall, 2005).  
In present day, many HBCUs find themselves at a crossroads. Their struggles with 
declining enrollment, unequal government funding, a lack of financial support from alumni, 
accreditation issues, poor leadership, and the inability to attract top tier professors has put 
HBCUs in a position of uncertainty (Gasman & Commodore, 2014; Hodge-Clark & Daniels, 
2014; Lee & Keys, 2013). The National Center for Education Statistics reported that of all Black 
students enrolled in degree-granting institutions, only 8% were enrolled in HBCUs in 2014 
(NCES, 2017). Fries-Britt and Turner (2002) suggest that African American students continue to 
attend HBCUs for the social, historical, and emotional benefits. Research indicates that for 
African American male athletes, HBCUs are effective educational environments for them to 
experience positive academic outcomes (Cooper & Hawkins, 2012).  Consequently, a study on 
African American student athletes at a Division II HBCU has an important role in understanding 
the experiences that contribute to academic persistence, career maturity, and the self-efficacy to 
pursue a career other than becoming a professional athlete.  
Statement of the Problem 
The “American Dream” asserts that if a person works hard enough, they can and should 
achieve success. Thus, creating the myth that work ethic is the only thing relevant to a person’s 
success. However, Milner (2010) points out that all people are different and there are many other 
factors that influence a person’s ability to do well in school and in life. Davis and Harris (1998) 
implied that for the American Dream myth to persist, it needed success stories. Rhoden (2006) 
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points out that many [Black] athletes “come out of the most economically disadvantaged 
communities and used sports to catapult themselves from poverty to wealth” (p. 8). With the 
media using African American male athletes to symbolize the American Dream, it is hard to 
blame a young African American male with natural athletic ability to want to pursue a career as a 
professional athlete. Mangan and Ritchie (2005) compared the athletic prowess in the United 
States to show business (or entertainment), which he asserts is much admired by African 
Americans to advance themselves, socially and financially. Lee et al. (2011) suggest that this 
may be because “they [African American males] view their opportunities as limited in assessing 
traditional careers, but view sports as a viable career opportunity” (p. 300).  
The media’s overrepresentation of African American males in the realm of sports 
disguises the reality that less than 2% of all college athletes in the sports of football and men’s 
basketball become professional athletes (NCAA, 2016). African Americans account for only 
about 8% of players in MLB (Nightengale, 2015), nearly 70% of players in the NFL (Moore, 
2015), and almost 75% of players in the NBA (Lapchick & Guiao, 2015). The overrepresentation 
of Black athletes the media depicted as being successful masks the reality that in 2014, the Black 
race accounted for the highest percentage (26.2%) of people living below poverty (DeNavas-
Walt & Proctor, 2015). Thus, the focus on chasing a dream of “making it to the league” can 
become a blinder that prevents African American men from seeing other occupations that hold 
greater promise for economic mobility and social status escalation (Beamon & Messer, 2014).  
While college is intended to be a place to acquire the necessary skills or credentials 
needed to gain entrance into a career, according to Dan Lebowitz (Executive Director of 
Northeastern University’s Center for the Study of Sport in Society), “many student-athletes view 
college as nothing more than an audition for professional leagues” (New, 2015, para. 15). 
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African American male athletes spend countless hours practicing, exerting a great deal of energy, 
and enduring physical pain and injuries while competing, all for the slim hope of securing a 
roster spot on a professional sports team. The chance of any college athlete, regardless of race, to 
play professional basketball is 1.1%, professional football is 1.5%, and professional baseball is 
9.1% (NCAA, 2017a). So much time spent by African American male student-athletes engaged 
in sport participation and preparation for the small chance to play in the National Basketball 
Association (NBA), the National Football League (NFL) or Major League Baseball (MLB), is 
problematic in a sense that it limits their desire to explore or invest time in preparing for other 
career options.  
Furthermore, much of student-athletes’ time is spent with coaches and with other student-
athletes. Astin (1984) mentioned that athletic involvement tends to isolate student-athletes from 
other peer groups on college campuses. Campus involvement is described by Astin (1984) as one 
“who spends much time on campus, participates in student organizations, and interacts 
frequently with faculty members and other students” (p. 518). Being isolated from the student 
body population can negatively affects student-athletes’ abilities to discover other interests and 
skills in order to develop career maturity and career self-efficacy. In addition to having limited 
free time, the struggle for some African American male student-athletes to get involved on 
campus can stem from their inability to socially fit in at a college or university and can 
ultimately led to dropout or transferring to another institution (Astin, 1984; Tinto, 1975).   
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) takes pride in reporting that 
overall, student-athletes, including African American males, graduate at higher rates than their 
non-athlete peers. For Division I institutions, the NCAA’s Graduation Success Rate (GSR), 
designed by the NCAA to show the proportion of student-athletes on any given team who earn a 
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college degree, reported that African American male student-athletes graduated at a nine-
percentage point higher rate than African American males in the student body (49% to 40%) for 
the 2006 cohort (NCAA, 2013b).  The GSR is based on the number of students who entered a 
college or university in a specific year and the number of those who graduated within six years 
of their initial enrollment.  
At Division II institutions, like the GSR at Division I institutions, the Academic Success 
Rate (ASR) reported that the graduation rate of the 2006 cohort for African American male 
student-athletes (37%) were eight percentage points higher than the graduation rate of African 
American males in the student body (29%) (NCAA, 2013b). These numbers indicate that being a 
student-athlete increases the likelihood of graduation for African American males. Additionally, 
the NCAA funds several advertising campaigns that flaunt student-athletes as “going pro in 
something other than sports” (Trotz, 2011). The NCAA, however, fails to discuss student-
athletes’ experiences while on campus, the academic majors in which they declare, or if those 
majors adequately prepare them for gainful employment after graduation. Newman (2014) 
theorizes that many student-athletes at top athletic programs often major in “eligibility” while 
Fountain and Finley (2009) discuss clustering student-athletes in academic friendly majors 
where it is considered safe havens for players to maintain eligibility.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this study was to contribute to a growing body of literature (Cooper, 
2013; Hawkins, Cooper, Carter-Francique, & Cavil, 2015; Hodge, 2015; Hodge, Collins, & 
Bennet, 2013) that sought to understand the experiences that influence African American male 
student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, and academic persistence at a Division II 
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Historically Black College. It is anticipated that this study will help to understand the ongoing 
relevancy of HBCUs and how it prepares African American student-athletes for life after sports. 
Research Questions 
The research questions that guided this study include the following: 
1. What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ decision to attend a 
Division II HBCU?  
2. How does competing on the Division II level impact African American male student-
athletes’ expectations to become a professional athlete?  
3. What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ self-efficacy to 
pursue non-sports related careers? 
4. What experiences while attending a HBCU contribute to African American male student-
athletes’ academic persistence? 
Significance of the Study 
A vast amount of research exists that focuses on the negative experiences and 
exploitation of African American male student-athletes at Division I, Predominately White 
Institutions (PWI) (Beamon, 2008; Beamon & Bell, 2006; Brown & Blastetter-Fender, 2000; 
Burns, Jasinski, Dunn, & Fletcher, 2013). Beamon’s (2008) study, in particular, discussed the 
allegations of student-athletes at Division I programs being exploited and how participants in the 
study expressed feelings of being “used goods.” A primary reason why these institutions and 
programs have been explored so heavily is due to their popularity and the millions of dollars they 
generate through national tournaments (men’s basketball) and championship bowl series 
(football). However, limited qualitative research exists on African American male athletes’ 
reasons for attending a HBCU and their experiences playing on the Division II level. 
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Additionally, research is limited on the efforts that HBCUs exert, with limited resources, to 
prepare African American male student-athletes for life after sports.  
The overemphasis by African American male student-athletes to achieve a career as a 
professional athlete is a barrier “that prevents the social and economic mobility of the group” 
(Beamon & Messer, 2014, p. 29). Results from the NCAA’s (2011) GOALS study on student-
athletes’ experiences revealed the percentages of how likely student-athletes think they will 
become a professional athlete. In total, 5,443 Division II student-athletes participated in the 
study. For the Division II student-athletes who participated in the study, the belief that they were 
at least “somewhat likely” to play professionally was, on average, 43% for baseball, 48% for 
men’s basketball, 41% for football. Another study conducted by the NCAA and the American 
Institute for Research, revealed that African American athletes were found to have higher 
expectations for a professional sports career than all other student athletes (Lapchick, 1996).  
Further investigation is needed on the expectations African American male student 
athletes have in securing a professional sports career who play at a HBCU and on the often-
unprofitable Division II level (Weisbrod, Ballou, & Ash, 2008). Understanding the experiences 
that influence African American male student-athletes’ decision to attend a HBCU could 
encourage future African American male athletes to view HBCUs as a viable college choice. 
Gaining an understanding of the career goals and the influence a HBCU has on career decision 
self-efficacy could also encourage more African American male athletes to seek careers outside 
of sports, rather than attending schools with larger athletic programs to simply audition for the 
possibility to become a professional athlete. Lastly, understanding the experiences that contribute 
to academic persistence could increase graduation rates of African American male student-
athletes at HBCUs, which could ultimately result in more governmental funding and alumni 
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financial support. This study could also be beneficial to parents of future African American male 
student-athletes, coaches, college athletic academic advisors, career advisors, sports 
psychologists, and any other administrators that have any interaction with African American 
male student-athletes. 
Theoretical Framework 
In considering the following questions: Why do people choose the careers that they do? 
Why do they choose one major over the other? Why choose one college rather than another? 
Krumboltz’s Social Learning Theory of Career Choice attempts to answer such questions and 
assumes that individuals’ interaction with their environment influences their career choices 
(Mitchell & Krumboltz, 1996). More specifically, the emphasis in Krumboltz’s theory is on how 
individuals learn from those interactions (Swanson & Fouad, 1999). The concept of this learning 
theory was originally based on the assumption that behavior is best understood from learned 
experiences. Additionally, Swanson and Fouad (1999) pointed out that learning theory assumes 
and depicts humans as natural problem solvers that strive to control their environment rather than 
passively being controlled by their environment.  
Mitchell and Krumboltz (1996) identified four factors of social learning theory that 
influence individuals’ career paths: genetic endowment, environmental conditions, learning 
experiences, and task-approach skills. Genetic endowment refers to any special abilities that an 
individual may have inherited rather than learned. The second factor influencing career paths are 
the environmental conditions and events that are often outside the control of the individual. Such 
conditions can include social, cultural, political, and economic considerations. Learning 
experiences is the third factor. Two types of learning are assumed: instrumental learning and 
associative learning. Instrumental learning is the assumption that an “individual is reinforced or 
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punished for his or her behavior. Behavior is repeated when it is positively reinforced and is 
likely to decrease if it is punished” (Swanson & Fouad, 1999, p. 104). The second type of 
learning, associative or vicarious learning, “is learning from the behavior of others either through 
direct observation or through a more indirect way such as observing others’ behavior in movies, 
television, or books” (Swanson & Fouad, 1999, p. 104). The last factor in career decision making 
is task approach skills. Task approach skills “are those skills that individuals bring to a task” 
(Swanson & Fouad, 1999, p. 104), such as goal setting, generating alternatives, and obtaining 
career information. In other words, the way in which an individual approaches a task depends on 
previous experience and influences the outcome of the task (Sharf, 1992). Successful or positive 
outcomes from completing particular tasks can impact a person’s self-efficacy for completing 
task in the future. 
Assumptions 
Because the participants in this study will be African American male student-athletes at a 
Division II, Historically Black College, it will be assumed that their reasoning for attending a 
Division II institution rather than a Division I institution is because: (1) no Division I institution 
scholarship offers, (2) low ACT/SAT score and/or grades in high school, or (3) they transferred 
from a Division I institution due to a myriad of possibilities. These assumptions have been 
developed from relevant literature (Allen, Jewell, Griffin, & Wolf, 2007; Drewry & Doermann 
2004; Lundy-Wagner & Gasman, 2011) and from my professional career as a Career Counselor, 
Athletic Academic Mentor, and Life Skills Coordinator for athletes. It will also be assumed that 





The relatively small sample size could be considered to be a limitation of this study. Only 
students from the men’s basketball and baseball teams will be interviewed because the institution 
studied does not have a football program. Findings might not be applicable to other institutional 
types or competition levels such as Division I, public 4-year, community/trade, and liberal arts 
institutions. Other cultural and/or ethnic groups may also not be able to identify with the findings 
of this study’s results. Therefore, the transferability of this study’s findings should be viewed 
with caution and cannot be generalized to all African American male student-athletes.  
Delimitations 
 This study included only participants who self-identity as African American male and 
who were members of a basketball or baseball team between years 2014-2017. This study is not 
intended to cover the experiences of African American athletes from any other division level or 
institution type. Data collected was restricted to a private Division II HBCU located in a 
metropolitan area in the southeastern region of the United States. 
Definition of Terms 
For the purpose and better understanding of this study, key terms are defined in Table 1.  
Table 1 
Definition of Terms 
Term Definition  
Academic Clustering A practice in which athletic department support staff and/or 
coaches advise student-athletes to purse specific majors that 
ensure eligibility rather than purposeful career development.  
Academic Success Rate Academic Success Rate (ASR) is designed by the NCAA to 
show the portion of student-athletes, specifically at Division 





Table 1 (Continues) 
Term Definition  
African American/Black Individuals born in the United States and are mainly of 
African ancestry. African Americans are largely 
descendants of slaves—people who were brought from their 
African homeland by force to work in the New World. 
Athletics Of or relating to athletes or athletics; involving the use of 
physical skills or capabilities, as strength, agility, or 
stamina. 
Division II The NCAA’s second tier of competitive play which consist 
of almost 300 colleges and universities. Division II 
programs enable student-athletes to received partial athletic 
scholarships.  
Federal Graduation Rate The Federal Graduation Rate (FGR) is compiled by the U.S. 
Department of Education and is used as an indicator of 
academic success for college student-athletes. 
Graduation Success Rate Graduation Success Rate (GSR) is designed by the NCAA 
to show the proportion of student-athletes on any given 
team who earn a college degree. 
Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU) are 
institutions whose principal mission is the education of 
blacks and/or African Americans. 
National Collegiate Athletic 
Association 
The National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA) is a 
membership-driven organization that serves as the 
governing body to intercollegiate athletic program. 
Predominately White 
Institutions 
Predominately White Institution (PWI) is a term used to 
describe institutions of higher learning in which Whites 
account for 50% or greater of the student enrollment. 
Student-Athlete A participant in a competitive sport sponsored by an 
educational institution in which he or she is enrolled. 
Self-Efficacy  A person’s belief they have in their capabilities to produce 
effects or accomplish a task. 
 
Organization of the Study 
This study is organized into five chapters. Chapter 1 provided the background and 
presented the problem associated with this research topic. Following Chapter 1, a review of the 
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literature will be covered in Chapter 2 to discuss what is known about African American males 
in college, the historical significance and current status of HBCUs, and African American male 
student-athletes at HBCUs. Chapter 3 delineates the research design and the methodology of the 
study. Chapter 4 provides background on participants. The findings and any themes that emerged 
from the participant interviews will be discussed in Chapter 5. Lastly, Chapter 6 will discuss the 






Review of Literature 
The purpose of this chapter is to review the literature relevant to the research questions of 
this study. Studies examining African American males’ participation in sports will be addressed. 
Intercollegiate sports will then be introduced followed by discussions of the National Collegiate 
Athletic Association (NCAA), student-athletes and graduation rates. Lastly, the history and 
culture and of historically Black colleges and universities (HBCUs) will lead into the exploration 
of African American male student-athletes’ experiences at such institutions.   
African American Males’ Sport Participation 
“Athletics is to the Black community what technology is to the Japanese and what oil is 
to Arabs” (Harris, 1998, p. 3). While the previous statement can be viewed as stereotypical or 
condescending to some, to others, it can spark inquiry and can lead to investigation. To further 
elaborate on Harris’ statement and on the participation of sports by Black males, it is necessary 
to first discuss the historical context and inception of sports in Africa.  
Historical context. Sports have been in existence since ancient civilizations (Decker, 
1992; Mechikoff, 2006; Zissimou, 2002) Throughout the centuries and the development of 
different societies, so too has been the development and evolution of different sports. On the 
continent of Africa, the roots of sports include wrestling, jumping, running, ball games, and stick 
and spear throwing (Griffith, 2010). The essence of sports in Africa was symbolic of the African 
culture (Decker, 1992; McLean & Hurd, 2012). For example, “Wrestling was a prominent sport 
among Africans because their lives promoted themes of physicality and nature” (Griffith, 2010, 
p. 64). Running, jumping, and throwing spears were not meant to entertain but was a necessity to 
survival. Additionally, the ability to perform or compete at a certain physical level represented 
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the declaration of manhood. Therefore, Griffith (2010) mention that sports and competition 
amongst the African men not only showed the masculine prowess of individuals but represented 
a way of life. 
Many components of African sports were transported and continued their cultural role as 
Blacks adapted to a life of bondage in America. Rhoden (2006), however, asserts that Africans 
and Europeans viewed sports through drastically different lenses from the beginning of their 
coexistence in America. The differences, Rhoden (2006) mentions, were primarily due to 
slavery, “which Europeans assumed a superior position, while Africans…assumed a subordinate 
position” (p. 59). During slavery, Blacks were held captive, were forced to do the work required 
of theme by their White slave owners, and were rarely given the opportunity to partake in 
recreational activities. Rhoden (2006) stated that slave owners considered anything outside of 
work insignificant to survival. However, as a form of entertainment, slave owners did wager on 
wrestling and boxing matches between their own slaves as well as the slaves of other slave 
owners. Horse racing was also popular at the time as slave owners used Black males as jockeys 
(Wiggins, 2006). Most sports that were permitted to slaves had elements of immense danger but 
were those in which the slave owner had a vested interest in the outcome. Griffith (2010) stated 
that the prize of a bride or female mate was viewed as the pinnacle trophy for any male athletic 
participant. Although slave owners maintained strict conditions to limit individuality, sports 
became not only a way for male slaves to release built up emotions or escape the realities of 
slave life, but it also became an outlet for individuality (Blassingame, 1977; Griffith, 2010) 
where the “powerless could become powerful” (Rhoden, 2006, p. 60). Black boxers such as Tom 
Molineaux, a former slave from Virginia who won his freedom after winning several boxing 
matches (Wiggins, 2006), and Jack Johnson, the first Black heavyweight champion of the world 
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(Harris, 1997), were considered trailblazers of their time by demonstrating that Blacks could 
garner recognition as valuable citizens (Blackman, 2016) and that upward mobility could be 
obtained based on their ability through the participation of sports instead of the color of their skin 
(Sellers & Kuperminc, 1997).  
Expectations. A study conducted in 1989 by the NCAA and the American Institute for 
Research, revealed that African American athletes were found to have higher expectations for a 
professional sports career than all other student-athletes (Lapchick, 1995). Eitzen (2005) 
referenced a study, conducted by the Center for the Study of Sport in 2005, which found that 
two-thirds of African American males between the ages of 13 and 18 believe they can earn a 
living playing professional sports. A similar study previously reported that African American 
males between the ages of 13 and 18 who play football and basketball were more than twice as 
likely to expect professional sport careers as other athletes (Center for the Study of Athletes, 
1989). 
Some scholars argue that Black males aspire more than Whites to professional careers in 
basketball, boxing, and football because racial disparities often result in the exclusion of Blacks 
in costlier and less accessible sports (e.g., golf, tennis, gymnastics, lacrosse, etc.) (Burden, 
Hodge, & Harrison, 2004; & Goldsmith, 2003). Even though professional opportunities in sports 
are extremely limited and with increased competition from foreign athletes (Wiggins, 2011), a 
significant percentage of athletes still possess the confidence that they will be one of the lucky 
few to become a professional athlete (NCAA, 2011). Eitzen (2005) asserts that the desire to 
better their living situation and to provide for themselves and their family is a motivating factor 
for many African American males to pursue professional sport careers. The pursuit of 
accomplishing a dream to become a professional athlete results in African American males being 
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disproportionally overrepresented in sports and specifically professional football and 
professional basketball.  
Overrepresentation. The U.S. Census Bureau reported that in 2010, roughly 14 percent 
of the entire United States population identified as Black, or Black in combination with one or 
more races. Although considered a minority group in the United States, African American men 
are disproportionately overrepresented and considered the overwhelmingly majority in 
professional football and basketball. African Americans account for nearly 70% of players in the 
NFL (Moore, 2015) and almost 75% of players in the NBA (Lapchick & Guiao, 2015). 
Additionally, Sellers and Kuperminc (1997) point out that African American males are also 
overrepresented in revenue-producing sports at the college level.  
Through commercials, social media (i.e. YouTube, Instagram, etc.) campaigns, 
billboards, and magazines, the media’s overrepresentation of the success of a few African 
American male professional athletes, disguises the reality that less than 2% of all college 
athletes, regardless of race, in the sports of football and men’s basketball become professional 
athletes (NCAA, 2016). The lives of African American male athletes are in a sense, 
“romanticized to the point of fantasy” (Sailes, 1998, p. 29). Such a façade presented by the media 
and the “inundation of African American athletes poised as paragons of financial success and 
fame” (Harrison, Bimper, Smith, & Logan, 2017, p. 64) may cause Black boys to cling to 
athletes as role models because, unlike White children, very few African American lawyers, 
doctors, engineers, or educators are seen in the media. 
Additionally, professional athletes’ personal information such as salary, signing bonuses, 
endorsement deals are all made available to the public. The media’s coverage of African 
American male athletes captures their life through the success of sports which can be a 
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contribution to the problem statement of this study. A common and well-received media headline 
is the “rags-to-riches” story told about Black athletes from impoverished neighborhoods and 
their success in sports enabling them to change their social status. Davis (1999) explains:  
Pick up most American sports dailies, and along with last night’s scores, player 
transcripts and racing results, are page after page of the black athlete in pictures, rich, 
superrich, bald-headed, super bald-headed. The downside of such visceral overflow is 
that it creates a false sense of equity about the American workplace. (p. 889) 
Such a superficial painting of the American workplace hinders African American males from 
exploring and learning about other opportunities that can lead to greater chances of social 
mobility. 
Social mobility. During interviews conducted by media outlets such as ESPN 
(Entertainment & Sports Programming Networks), it is not uncommon to hear African American 
male athletes mention their plans to “buy my mother a house” or “move my family out the hood” 
with the achievement of their first professional sports contract. Mobility, as defined by Mishel, 
Bivens, Gould, and Shierholz (2016) “measures the likelihood of moving up or down the 
distribution of incomes, earnings (i.e. labor income/wages), and wealth, comparing people and 
families relative to one another across time” (p. 139). Furthermore, social mobility, as described 
by Spaaij (2009), are “the changes in an individual’s social position which involve significant 
alterations in his or her social environment and life conditions” (p. 4). Several scholars (Beamon, 
2010; Eitzen, 2005; Mangan & Ritchie, 2005; Oliver; 1980; Parmer, 1994; Rhoden, 2006) assert 
that careers as professional athletes are viewed by African American males as a more promising 
avenue for upward mobility.  
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Many factors can be considered as to why African American males view sports in this 
way. Sellers and Kuperminc (1997) state that African American males see sports as more 
promising because sports have historically been one of the few avenues of actual upward 
mobility. Lee et al. (2011) and Parmer (1994) also mention that African American males 
perceive their opportunities as limited in assessing traditional careers; whereas sports, are 
believed to be more easily obtainable. Drummond, Senterfitt, and Fountain (1999) and Harris 
(1994) asserted that the lack of Black male role models outside of sports are contributing factors 
to the pursuit of sports careers by African American males. May (2009) points out that this is 
especially the case for young Black males from low-income communities. Vespa, Lewis, and 
Kreider (2013) reported that 55 percent of Blacks live in single-mother-led homes. In such cases 
with the absence of a male role model in the house, Black boys can often look to sports figures as 
the only male role models that they can identify or relate to. Parents can also be considered as 
contributors, as Beamon (2010) Edwards (1984), and Eitzen (2005) mentioned that African 
American parents place more emphasis on athletics than academics than White parents, and are 
more likely to believe their sons are destined for careers as professional athletes.  
“The avenues of social mobility facilitated through sport are to a large extent dependent 
on social conditions whose origins lie outside the realm of sports” (Parmer, 1994, p. 5). It is 
therefore important to mention that 26.2 percent of Black people lived below poverty in 2014 in 
comparison to a national poverty rate of 14.8 percent (DeNavas-Walt & Proctor, 2015).  
Contrary to the belief of many African American males that sports are a viable avenue for 
upward social mobility, Sage (1998) mentioned that sports participation has not moved many 
African Americans into higher social class standings. Beamon and Messer (2014), Harris (2014),  
and Majors (1998) even argue that sports could lock African American males into their low 
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socioeconomic positions by creating blinders that prevent them from seeing other occupations 
that hold greater promise for upward mobility.  
Braddock’s (1980) sport-as-impediment hypothesis argues that sport involvement 
negatively affects African American athletes’ career attainment. While Sage (2005) mentions 
that there are far more African American men who are successful lawyers and doctors than 
professional athletes, Sellers and Kuperminc (1997) point out that African American males are 
underrepresented in such previously mentioned traditional avenues for upward mobility. Because 
African American male athletes are often used by the media to symbolize success, or for 
accomplishing the “American Dream,” it is hard to fault a young Black child from a poverty-
stricken background, with athletic ability, to want to pursue any other avenue for upward social 
mobility than a professional sports career; an avenue that Smith (2007) refers to as imaginary. 
The goal, despite the contrary, becomes to make it to the professional ranks as quickly as 
possible. College, therefore, becomes simply a psychological hurdle or a stage for many Black 
male student-athletes to audition for professional competition rather than a place of higher 
learning and holistic development. 
Intercollegiate Sports 
Intercollegiate sports, along with drama clubs, fraternities and sororities, and debate 
societies were all initially established to entertain with the intentions of being nothing more than 
extra-curricular activities to keep students engaged in the college community (Cohen & Kisker, 
2010). Of the previously listed activities, it was sports that blossomed to heights that were 
unimaginable. Weisbrod et al. (2008) point out since the inception of intercollegiate athletics, 
critics have continuously questioned their role in higher education. Collegiate sports that were 
offered included football, baseball, boat racing, and track and field. Football was perhaps the 
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most popular. During a time that Cohen and Kisker (2010) refer to as the “Transformation Era” 
(1870-1944), schools expanded rapidly throughout the country and in doing so increased the 
competition to enroll students. To entice students to enroll in their institutions and to gain alumni 
financial support, this era witnessed the eruption of large 50,000-plus seat football stadiums. 
Using sports and building large stadiums to recruit students marked the beginning of the 
commercialism of intercollegiate sports and what some would argue the demise of the academic 
mission.  
Miller (2012) mentions that the commercialization of intercollegiate sports resulted in the 
inclination by colleges and universities to partake in unfair advantages (i.e. paying non-students 
to play). As a result, rules were needed that could apply to various intercollegiate sports if they 
were to continue. To protect student-athletes from the risk of injury involved in sports play and 
to establish common rules amongst participating schools, the Intercollegiate Athletic Association 
was founded in 1906 (Crowley, 2006) and later renamed to the National Collegiate Athletic 
Association (NCAA) in 1910 (Smith, 2000). 
National Collegiate Athletic Association (NCAA)  
The sport of football was the primary reason for the establishment of the NCAA. Much 
was to be said about the game of football. From the beginning, the game of football clashed with 
the viewpoints of those in academia. Professors were not thrilled about the game and were even 
more unpleased that non-students were paid and provided with luxury living accommodations 
(Crowley, 2006). The rules pertaining to the game of football were chaotic and play was not only 
brutal, but deadly. The sport was typified by gang-tackling, forceful hits, and its overall 
physicality. Smith (2000) mentions that the NCAA did not play a major role in governing 
intercollegiate athletics in its early years and its later attempts to restructure rules to increase 
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integrity were outpaced by the growing commercialization and interest in intercollegiate 
athletics.  
The challenge of the NCAA was to preserve the fundamental principle of amateurism. 
However, the recruitment of the most talented players by coaches and the desire for athletic 
programs to win only perpetuated the problem (Smith, 2000). As more sports programs were 
added to school’s athletic departments during the 1920s through the 1940s, more schools joined 
the NCAA, and more problems and issues surfaced. Recruiting and paying players to play was 
still a common practice amongst schools, despite it being prohibited by the NCAA. The 
evolution of radio and television increased the visibility of sports which resulted in an increase in 
popularity. Also, the advancement of transportation allowed teams to travel and play games 
outside of their local and nearby communities. Stern (1979) mentioned that the intercollegiate 
network changed the relationship between schools by increasing competition over athletes and 
prestige. These factors, in addition to a series of gambling scandals caused the NCAA to enact 
more rules which resulted in the expansion of its governing authority (Smith, 2000). Specifically, 
the NCAA focused its attention on the evolution of the television. As money was set to be either 
lost from ticket sales or gained from television broadcasting deals, the NCAA capitalized on the 
later which would ensure their profit gains. 
Television. The evolution of the television had a significant impact on college sports and 
negatively impacted schools’ gate ticket receipts, which had become some schools’ leading 
source of revenue in the 1920s and 30s (Crowley, 2006; Smith, 2000). While the regional and 
national broadcasts were good for some schools, Crowley (2006) mentioned that most schools 
were at a disadvantage. Smaller schools were unable to reap the benefits of securing 
broadcasting deals like schools with larger programs. Additionally, larger schools with dominant 
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football programs that were not geographically located in a major market were also at a 
disadvantage (Crowley, 2006).  
The NCAA realized how important the ticket receipts were to the members of the 
Association (Bouchet, Ballouli, & Bennett, 2011; Crowley, 2006). It also understood that 
consumers were embracing their television sets and enjoyed watching games from home rather 
than purchasing tickets to come to games. The underlying goal of the NCAA was to control 
revenue (Koch, 1983; Miller, 2012). Since the NCAA could not control the demand for 
television sets throughout the 1940s and 1950s, it instead, focused on what it could control: 
games. To control games, Crowley (2006) noted that the NCAA enforced a television freeze in 
1951 for select games to force spectators to purchase tickets. However, to capitalize on televised 
games, the NCAA negotiated its first broadcasting contract valued more than one million dollars 
in the early 1950s (Smith, 2000), which regulated networks and colleges to work through them to 
ensure that publishing royalties were paid (Montez de Oca, 2008).  
Criticism from Koch (1983) and others have categorized the NCAA as a cartel for 
practices such as; price setting and price fixing the compensation of student-athletes, regulating 
duration and intensity, controlling the property rights to activities, and distributing profits in a 
fashion that satisfies its members (Fleisher, Goff, & Tollison, 1992; Miller, 2012; Zimbalist, 
1999). The explosion of the television and the revenue generated from college sports over the 
next several years strengthened the NCAA’s control and monopoly. Television contracts 
determined the time in which games are played, locations, and dictated conference memberships 
and realignments (Murphy & Pace, 1994). In response to the criticism, the NCAA formed 
several committees to study its enforcement processes but has still witnessed lucrative revenue 
from television contracts. Mitten, Musselman, and Burton (2009) reported that Columbia 
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Broadcasting System (CBS) paid the NCAA $6 billion from 2002 through 2013 for the rights to 
broadcast the collegiate men’s basketball tournament. The NCAA reported that for 2011-2012 
fiscal year only, its revenue was $871.6 million, in which most came from the rights agreement 
with Turner/CBS Sports. Figure 1 describes NCAA’s revenue breakdown from 2011-2012. Fees 
from television and marketing rights were by far the NCAA’s highest percentage of revenue.  
 
Source: NCAA (2012). Revenue. National Collegiate Athletic Association. Retrieved from 
http://www.ncaa.org/about/resources/finances/revenue.  
 
Figure 1. NCAA Revenue Breakdown, 2011-2012 
While Figure 1 references the NCAA’s total revenue, there are three different divisions within 
the Association and each division differs in the number of schools within the division, the 
number of student-athletes, and the amount of revenue generated. 
Divisions. Crowley (2006) mentions that the NCAA had difficulty maintaining a level 
playing field between smaller-budget schools and those with major athletic programs which 
reduced equitable access to championships and revenue. The recognition of unfair equitable 
access for schools with less resources than others resulted in the NCAA’s decision to create three 
divisions in 1973 that would better reflect each school’s competitive capacity (Smith, 2000) and 
to provide more opportunities to participate in championships. There are currently more than 
1,100 colleges and universities in the NCAA across three divisions (NCAA, 2017b): Division I, 




Division I schools generally have the biggest student bodies, have the largest budgets, 
offer the most number of scholarships, and most profitable of the NCAA’s three divisions. Most 
professional athletes in the NBA and NFL competed on the Division I level during their 
collegiate years as this level provides the highest visibility.   
Among the three NCAA divisions, Division I schools generally have the biggest student 
bodies, manage the largest athletics budgets and offer the most generous number of 
scholarships. Schools who are members of Division I commit to maintaining a high 
academic standard for student-athletes in addition to a wide range of opportunities for 
athletic participation. With nearly 350 colleges and universities in its membership, 
Division I schools field more than 6,000 athletic teams, providing opportunities for more 
than 170,000 student-athletes to compete in NCAA sports each year. Division I is 
subdivided based on football sponsorship. Schools that participate in bowl games belong 
to the Football Bowl Subdivision (FBS). Those that participate in the NCAA-run football 
championship belong to the Football Championship Subdivision (FCS). A third group 
does not sponsor football at all. The subdivisions apply only to football; all other sports 
are considered simply Division I (NCAA, 2017d). 
Division II 
Division II is the NCAA’s next level that consist of almost 300 colleges and universities.  
A key distinction for Division II schools is the “partial-scholarship” model for athletics-
based financial aid in which schools recognize a student’s athletic skills through 
scholarship dollars without covering all a student’s college expense through the athletics 
grant (NCAA, 2017e).  
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Division II features a high championship-participant ratio (one championship opportunity for 
every seven student-athletes – the highest among all three NCAA divisions), and an emphasis on 
regional competition to reduce missed class time. This balance, in which student-athletes are 
recognized for their academic success, athletics contributions and campus/community 
involvement, is at the heart of the Division II philosophy (NCAA, 2017e). Today, more than 
110,000 student-athletes compete at the Division II level.  
Division III 
Division III is the largest NCAA division in number of student-athlete participants and 
number of schools. Division III has more than 180,000 student-athletes at 444 institutions. 
Academics is the primary focus for Division III student-athletes. The division minimizes the 
conflicts between athletics and academics. Division III programs are reported to have shorter 
practice and playing seasons which helps student-athletes progress toward graduation. 
Additionally, travel for Division III athletic programs remain regional in order to reduce the time 
away from academic studies. There are no athletic scholarships for Division III student-athletes 
(NCAA, 2015). 
Athletic Divisions at a Glance 
According to Sandy and Slone (2004), revenue for Division I college football and men’s 
basketball is comparable to that of the NFL. However, all other sports are reported to be 
unprofitable, on average, at Division I and Division II, and Division III schools (Weisbrod et al. 
2010). The perceived ideology, as a result of institutions continuing to fund and support non-
profitable programs, is that they view those sports to be relevant activities that support the 
mission of the institution. While some athletic programs are indeed unprofitable as far as direct 
revenue generation, it is possible that they may contribute indirectly to schools’ student 
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recruitment and alumni donations. However, in the same notion that athletic programs can aid 
the institution’s mission, they are also expensive to fund and can be distractions from the 
educational and research missions of the school. Table 2 breaks down the three NCAA Divisions 
and highlights each division’s median athletic budget. Not only does Table 2 confirm that 
Division III has the most teams and student-athletes of the three divisions, but it also highlights 
that Division III has the lowest median athletic budget. Division I athletic budgets are 
significantly higher than both Division II and Division III. Specifically, Division I schools who 
compete in the FBS have higher budgets ($62.2 million) than all other athletic programs.  
Table 2  
NCAA Division Breakdown 
 Division I Division II Division III 
Active schools 346 318 449 
Teams in division 6,494 4,755 7,837 
 Division I Division II Division III 
Student-athletes in division 175,738 112,391 184,496 
Avg. undergraduate enrollment per school 12,377 4,165 2,592 
Avg. teams per school 19 15 18 
Avg. student-athletes per school 518 354 417 















w/out FB:  
$14 mil 
 
Source: NCAA’s Three Divisions (2015). National Collegiate Athletic Association. Retrieved from 
http://www.ncaa.org/about/ncaas-three-divisions.  
 
Student-athlete. Student-athlete is a term used to refer to an individual that is a full-time 
college student and participates in athletics.  The NCAA reports that there are more than 460,000 
student-athletes that compete in 23 sports every year. As a student-athlete, the NCAA, 
institutions, and coaches consistently reiterate through media outlets that their players are 
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students before they are athletes. The term is intended to maintain intercollegiate sports 
amateurism. However, McCormick and McCormick (2006) suggest that for over 50 years, the 
NCAA has used the term “student-athlete” to deny athletes employee status. “The 
characterization—that athletes at NCAA-member schools are student-athletes—is essential to the 
NCAA because it obscures the legal reality that some of these athletes, in fact, are also 
employees” (McCormick & McCormick, 2006, p. 74).  
By rule of the NCAA, student-athletes are restricted from receiving any type of salary or 
compensation for their play as an amateur student-athlete. The NCAA has adopted amateurism 
rules and strictly enforces them upon its member institutions. Along those rules, amateurism 
requirements do not allow (1) contracts with professional teams, (2) salary for participating in 
athletes, (3) prize money above actual and necessary expenses, (4) play with professionals, (5) 
tryouts, practice or competition with a professional team, (6) benefits from an agent or 
prospective agent, (7) agreement to be represented by an agent, and (8) delayed initial full-time 
collegiate enrollment to participate in organized sports competition (NCAA Amateurism, 2015). 
The forbiddance of student-athletes not to receive salaries has sparked much debate and 
controversy from student-athletes: especially student-athletes participating in the Division I, 
revenue generating sports of football and men’s basketball. McCormick and McCormick (2006) 
report that college athletics are estimated to be a $60 billion industry. In an industry where the 
NCAA reported over $800 million in revenue for 2011-2012 (NCAA, 2012), debate will 
continue regarding whether student-athletes should be paid for their services.  
In this context where student-athletes are the primary participants of a billion-dollar 
industry, it is understandable how questions regarding exploitation surface (Beamon, 2008; 
Osborne, 2014). It would be unfair not to mention that the billions of dollars that college sports 
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generate, just as much is spent to provide athletic participation opportunities such as salaries, 
travel, equipment, scholarships, facilities, medicine, academic support, and nutrition (Osborn, 
2014). Therefore, it is the contractual agreement between the student-athlete and the institution 
which details the agreement between the two parties. The institution agrees to provide an athletic 
scholarship/financial aid in exchange for the student-athlete to participate in the institution’s 
athletic program, remain academically eligible, and follow all team, conference, and NCAA rules 
(Osborn, 2014). However, issues often surface when the focus of athletics supersedes the 
institution’s academic mission and integrity causing tension amongst those in academia and 
raising questions from critics regarding the relevancy of sports in higher education. Thus, to 
ensure the academic integrity of college sports, rules have been imposed requiring student-
athletes to maintain certain grade point averages and athletic departments to report graduation 
rates.  
Graduation rates. The NCAA and the federal government have imposed strict actions to 
ensure the academic integrity of college student-athletes. The initiation of the 1.600 rule in 1965 
was in direct response to the Association’s view on academics. The 1.600 rule, regarding grade 
point average (GPA) on a 4.0 scale, was the minimum GPA that student-athletes were required 
to have to participate in any intercollegiate sport (Crowley, 2006). Any institution that did not 
abide by the 1.600 rule would forfeit eligibility to participate in any national championship 
competition. The 1.600 rule was upheld for eight years before it was replaced with the NCAA 
requiring a 2.0 minimum GPA for athlete eligibility. Next was the enactment of the Student-
Right-to-Know and Campus Security Act of 1990. This federal statute requires universities that 
receive federal funds to report graduation rates (Federal Graduation Rate) for all students 
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(LaForge & Hodge, 2011). The Federal Graduation Rate measures the percentage of students 
who complete a bachelor’s degree from their initial school within six years.  
To better reflect the modern trends of student-athlete enrollment and transfer, the NCAA 
created the Graduation Success Rate (GSR) for Division I institutions and the Academic Success 
Rate (ASR) for Division II institutions in 2003. The GSR calculates the number of student-
athletes that graduate in a six-year period and accounts for athletes who transfer to or from the 
institution. The ASR is calculated similarly to the GSR, however, it also includes all non-
scholarship freshmen. As a result of including all non-scholarship freshmen, the ASR counts for 
about 50 percent more student-athletes than the Federal Graduation Rate. Since Division III 
institutions do not award scholarships, they are not required to report graduation rates for 
student-athletes (NCAA, 2017f). In addition to the GSR and ASR which measures the actual 
graduation rates of student-athletes, the Academic Progress Rate (APR) for Division I schools 
“holds institutions accountable for the academic progress of their student-athletes through a 
team-based metric that accounts for the eligibility and retention of each student-athlete for each 
academic term” (NCAA, 2017g, para. 1).  
Student-athletes are reported to have higher graduation rates than their non-athletic peers 
(NCAA, 2014) when compared using the federal graduation rate. African American male 
student-athletes are reported to have graduated at a rate that was 11 percentage points higher than 
African American males in the student body (NCAA, 2016). Hosick (2015) reported that the 
GSR was 86 percent for Division I college athletes in the 2008 cohort. As previously mentioned, 
GSR calculates the number of student-athletes that graduate in a six-year period. Therefore, the 
86 percent GSR for Division I college athletes in the 2008 cohort is reflective of the student-
athletes that began in 2008 and graduated by 2014. Academic Success Rate for Division II 
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athletes in the 2008 cohort was reported as 71 percent (Hosick, 2015). Fountain and Finley 
(2009) suggest that both the GSR and the ASR can be considered misleading because it is an 
inflation of numbers in the NCAA’s favor once calculated. Fountain and Finley (2009) also 
mention that the NCAA purposely reports their graduation rates for student-athletes in all sports 
combined, because, as a group, student-athletes graduate at a higher rate than undergraduate non-
student athletes. Dan Lebowitz’s (Executive Director of Northeastern University’s Center for the 
Study of Sport in Society), made a claim that “many student-athletes view college as nothing 
more than an audition for professional leagues” (New, 2015, para. 15). However, Hosick (2015) 
argues that most student-athletes do care about their education and uses APRs and GSRs 
reported by the NCAA to support the argument.  
Despite the education reform efforts made by the NCAA, it still fails to report the 
academic majors in which student-athletes declare or if their preparation outside of competitive 
play adequately prepares them for a successful life after sports. Newman (2014) mentioned that 
at top athletic programs, students often major in eligibility and are persuaded to take majors that 
are deemed “athlete-friendly.” Such practices have become known as academic clustering and 
can negatively impact student-athletes’ career maturity.  
Academic clustering. Several studies have identified the existence of “academic 
clustering” where student-athletes are advised to pursue specific academic majors which results 
in a disproportionate overrepresentation (Case, Greer, & Brown, 1987; Fountain & Finley, 2009; 
Otto, 2010). Because the NCAA has imposed penalties on schools for low APR, clustering 
student-athletes into the same academic majors to ensure eligibility and a good APR can 
determine the ongoing or termination of jobs. Syracuse University’s coach Jim Boeheim said, “I 
can have a 1000 APR every year, I can graduate every guy, [but] I won’t be coaching here very 
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long [because] you’re not going to win” (Prisbell, 2005, para. 42). The statement by coach 
Boeheim implies that his job is to win basketball games, but also that he understands that there is 
a rule that requires his student-athletes to make academic progress. However, although the APR 
requires a certain level of student-athlete academic progress, it does not mandate how or in what 
academic majors such progress is to be made. Therefore, to avoid such penalties as losing of 
athletic scholarships, being banned from championship competition, or even a coach being 
terminated from his or her job, it is less risky to push some student-athletes into majors that are 
less challenging.   
While academic programs differ across institutions, Fountain and Finley (2009) point out 
that evidence suggesting that programs described as “general studies” (i.e. programs with no 
specific academic focus) could be considered safe havens and “athlete-friendly” majors. For 
example, Lederman (2003) highlighted the most frequently selected majors by football players at 
eight different schools. Majors such as sociology, sport management, and communication were a 
few that were revealed. Additionally, Ganczaruk (2004) point out that some student-athletes 
majoring in interdisciplinary studies can select courses from multiple disciplines while avoiding 
ever taking higher level courses. An explanation for academic clustering is that it allows players 
flexibility in scheduling their classes (Capriccioso, 2006), while the class offerings in majors that 
may be more rigorous and to the student-athletes’ interest, conflict with their practice schedules. 
It is also important to mention that African American student-athletes were more likely to be 
clustered into one major than Whites. For these reasons, it is not surprising that African 
American male student-athletes are viewed by some as Forty Million Dollar Slaves (Rhoden, 
2006) on The New Planation (Hawkins, 2010) which are predominately White college campuses. 
Such viewpoints are symbolic of a race based society created by White people to ensure their 
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superiority over all other races. The revenue gained by the NCAA from college sports (i.e., 
football and men’s basketball) and mediocre education received by African American male 
student-athletes, further contributes to a system where White people remain educationally 
empowered and reap the financial benefits from the labor of the Black body.  
African American Male Student-Athletes 
As previously mentioned, the NCAA was originally founded in 1906 as the 
Intercollegiate Athletic Association (Crowley, 2006). However, it was not mentioned that 
throughout the late 1800s and into the 1900s, legal segregation permitted the NCAA from 
excluding African Americans student-athletes from participating at, or competing against 
historically White institutions (Nwadike, Baker, Brackebusch, & Hawkins, 2016; Wiggins, 
2000). Although there were a few African Americans that were afforded the opportunity to play 
at PWIs in the North and in the West, Nwadike et al. (2016) point out that schools adopted 
quotas to limit the number of Blacks on a team and sought only the “exceptionally talented” 
Black athletes. However, after desegregation, the presence of African Americans in college 
athletics began to rise and by the 1970s, African American males’ visibility in the revenue-
producing sports of men’s basketball and football at PWIs became superior (Nwadike et al., 
2016; Sellers, 2000). Figure 2 displays the percentages of participation from African American 







Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association. (2016). Sport Sponsorship, Participation and 
Demographics Search [Data file]. Retrieved from http://web1.ncaa.org/rgdSearch/exec/main. 
 
Figure 2. Percentage (%) of African American Male Student-Athlete Participation at Division I 
Institutions. 
While men’s basketball and football have become increasingly sought after by African 
American males, the interest in baseball has tremendously lagged. Brown and Bennett (2015) 
suggest that the lack of African American males’ consumption or interest in baseball is because 
the sport is marginalized. As previously mentioned, 26.2 percent of Black people lived below 
poverty in 2014, in comparison to a national poverty rate of 14.8 percent (DeNavas-Walt & 
Proctor, 2015) and 55 percent of Blacks live in single-mother-led homes (Vespa et al., 2013). 
Because baseball can be a substantial financial commitment for equipment (i.e. cleats, glove, 
helmet, and bat) as well as a heavy time commitment (i.e. specialized instructions), Brown and 
Bennett (2015) point out that such commitments can become significant financial burdens for 
black families. Additionally, baseball also requires access to fields that may require 
transportation to ballparks. For marginalized groups, this can be an additional barrier to 
participation in the sport (Brown & Bennett, 2015). Ironically, football also requires equipment 














































































has deterred Black males from having interest and participating in the sport. Table 3 highlights 
the percentage of White and Black male student-athletes’ participation by sport and division for 
the 2015-2016 school year. In baseball, the overall participation for Black male student-athletes 
was only 4.1 percent, in comparison to 45.1 percent in basketball and 37.8 percent in football.  
Table 3 
Percentage (%) of Male Student-Athlete Participation by Race and Sport, 2015-2016 
Sport 
Overall Division I Division II Division II 
Race Race Race Race 
W B W B W B W B 
Basketball 40.5 45.1 24.8 57.6 34.1 36.1 56.2 32.4 
Football 49.6 37.8 39.6 47.4 49.6 37.8 65.9 21.0 
Baseball 82.3 4.1 78.8 5.4 82.3 4.1 87.0 2.1 
Source: National Collegiate Athletic Association. (2016). Sport Sponsorship, Participation and 
Demographics Search [Data file]. Retrieved from http://web1.ncaa.org/rgdSearch/exec/main.   
Exploitation. The Black body has been exploited and has consistently provided revenue 
for the U.S. economy since the trans-Atlantic slave trade (Nunn, 2007, 2008; Post, 2003). 
Between the 15th and 19th centuries, millions of Black people were enslaved and transported to 
U.S. plantations for the explicit purpose of generating revenue. Unfortunately, they did not 
benefit from the forced labor rendered. Hawkins (2010) makes the comparison of modern day 
Black student-athletes who compete in revenue-generating intercollegiate sports to slavery and 
asserts that their labor (sport participation) is property that is profitable to the institutions in 
which they compete. The plantation model described by Hawkins (2010) is based on the NCAA 
and its member institutions profiting off the labor of Black athletes as well as their images 
without sharing the benefits with the laborers who are most responsible—the athletes. Harper 
(2016) reported that on average, 61,469 fans attend home football games and 10,452 attend 
men’s basketball games at universities in the Division I top five conferences (e.g. Atlantic Coast 
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Conference, Big 10 Conference, Big 12 Conference, Pac-12 Conference, and Southeastern 
Conference). Interestingly, Harper (2016) further reports that while Black undergraduate men 
comprise a high number of players on the fields and courts, their spectators are overwhelmingly 
White.  
Smith (2007) asserts that African Americans are recruited by colleges and universities for 
the sole purpose of playing their respective sport. Smith goes on to define exploitation as, “the 
use of African American student-athletes for selfish, explicitly sport purposes by the colleges and 
universities that recruit them” (p. 110). In Olsen (1968), Harry Edwards, an African American 
sociologist and civil rights activist states: 
African American students aren’t given athletic scholarships for the purpose of education. 
African Americans are brought in to perform. Any education they get is incidental to 
their main job, which is playing sports. In most cases, their college lives are educational 
blanks. (p. 10)  
The NCAA and its member institution would most certainly argue against the above statement 
made by Harry Edwards. Some student-athletes, however, may support the statement as several 
high profile Black athletes have made blunt statements regarding their feelings of being used by 
their receptive institutions. In a documentary about five phenomenal African American 
basketball players from the University of Michigan entitled “The Fab Five,” Jalen Rose (a 
former member of the Fab Five) states, “I didn’t feel like a college kid anymore. I felt like a 
professional athlete that wasn’t getting paid” (Rose, 2014). This statement by Rose was made 
about the University tripling its merchandising royalties with the sale of “Fab Five” 
paraphernalia and him and his teammates not receiving any of the proceeds. Cardale Jones, an 
African American male and former star quarterback that helped the Ohio State University win a 
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national championship in 2014 tweeted his thoughts about the NCAA’s exploitation on student-
athletes. “I’m so happy to be done with the @NCAA and their rules and regulations. They do 
any & everything to exploit collegiate athletes…The @NCAA control our [student-athletes’] 
lives with insane and unfair rules” (Jones, 2016). Even basketball Hall of Famer, Kareem Adbul-
Jabbar stated:  
College athletes are really exploited. They generate all this revenue, billions of dollars of 
revenue and the officials for the NCAA get great salaries, and the people who go out 
there and perform every day on the football and basketball court mainly, they don’t get to 
participate. I think that’s wrong. (Abdul-Jabbar, 2016) 
Other former African American male college student-athletes in Beamon’s (2008) study were 
perceived to have feelings of exploitation regarding their experiences at Division I universities. 
Lastly, in a federal lawsuit brought against the NCAA by Edward O’Bannon, Jr., a former 
African American All-American basketball player, complained that the NCAA’s amateurism 
rules prevented student-athletes from being compensated for the use of their names, images, and 
likenesses, were an illegal restraint of trade under Section 1 of the Sherman Act 15 U.S.C. § 1. 
While the case was initially denied, as well as the non-interest from the Supreme Court to hear 
an appeal, the legal precedent set in the O’Bannon case makes the NCAA vulnerable to similar 
attacks from other athletes and leaves the NCAA’s amateurism in question.  
Higher Education 
The land of opportunity; the land of the free; the land of equality: America. These were 
the values that this country was supposedly built on. However, freedom, equality, and 
opportunity were not intended for all people. The first colleges in the America colonies were 
established between the years of 1636 and 1769 (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). During this time, 
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however, college was restricted to white males whose families could afford to pay the tuition. 
Women were viewed as subordinate figures to men. It was not until 1833, that Oberlin College 
allowed females to study alongside men (Brooks & Starks, 2011). Black people primarily 
remained in a category of their own. Most Blacks were slaves that possessed no human rights. As 
slaves, Black people were considered as property rather than as humans. Higher education, or 
any type of education for that matter, was highly forbidden to slaves (Cohen & Kisker, 2010). 
Prior to the Emancipation, every slaveholding state had some form of legislation that forbade 
Blacks from learning to read and write (Jewell, 2002).  
Not all Black people were slaves, however. According to the 1860 census, there were 
over 450,000 free Blacks living in the entire United States. Ironically, Oberlin College was also 
the first college to admit Black people in 1835, just two years after it admitted women 
(Diepenbrock, 1993). Even though slavery was not permitted in the northern states during the 
nineteenth century, the South was still heavily invested in the labor of slaves to maintain its 
cotton and sugarcane industries. Because of the continuous social injustices against Black 
people, slaves began to gradually rebel for equality. Throughout the nineteenth century, groups 
such as the Freedmen’s Bureau, Northern churches, and others became more vocal about the 
abolishment of slavery (Gasman, 2013). Any act of Congress was “judged on whether it seemed 
to enhance or retard the spread of slavery” (Cohen & Kisker, 2009, p. 62). The inability to reach 
a compromise between the free and slave states on whether to continue to exist as the largest 
slaveholding country in the world, resulted in the Civil War (McPherson, 2014).  
Following the Civil War came the abolishment of slavery and the emancipation of slaves. 
However, Jim Crow laws in the South kept segregation of Blacks legal. Black access to public 
accommodations such as buses, restrooms, restaurants, schools and even sports play were 
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restricted. Although Blacks were legally free in the North, their economic opportunity was only a 
little better. Woodson (1933) stated that “the poverty which afflicted [Blacks] for a generation 
after the Emancipation held them down to the lowest order of society, nominally free but 
economically enslaved” (p. 10). To hopefully gain economic mobility, many African Americans 
believed that obtaining an education would increase their chances. Because there was little 
support by White people to provide such an education, Blacks sought to educate themselves with 
the erection of Black colleges and universities.  
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) 
History. Prior to the Civil War, there was no structured higher education system for 
Black students (Duster, 2009; Karen, 1991; U.S. Department of Education, 1991). Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs) were founded with a mission to provide educational 
opportunities to Black students during a time when they were not allowed to attend traditionally 
White postsecondary institutions. HBCUs, at the time of their establishment, were simply 
considered Black colleges. It was not until after 1964 that such institutions were declared 
historical. There were several leading supporters of the early establishment of Black colleges. 
Those parties included the American Missionary Association, the Freedmen’s Bureau, White 
benevolent societies in the North, Black and White religious denominational organizations, and 
large philanthropic foundations (Brooks & Starks, 2011; Drewry, Doermann, & Anderson, 2001; 
Lundy-Wagner & Gasman, 2011; Palmer & Gasman, 2008). The significance that HBCUs have 
played in educating African Americans cannot be understated. Allen and Jewel (2002) reported 
that up until the mid-1950s, over 75% of African Americans with bachelor’s degrees obtained 
them at HBCUs.  
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The first HBCU established was Cheney University in Pennsylvania in 1837. It was 
followed by Avery College in 1849, the University of the District of Columbia in 1851, Lincoln 
University in 1854, Wilberforce University in 1856, and Harris-Stowe State University in 1857 
(Brooks & Starks, 2011). Although these institutions were called “universities,” the U.S. 
Department of Education (1991) point out that a major part of their mission was to provide 
elementary and secondary schooling for students who had no previous education.  
Several Black colleges emerged after the Civil War. Brown (2013) reported that more 
than 200 Black colleges and universities were founded prior to 1890. This era witnessed an 
expansion in size and enrollment primarily due to the Morrill Act of 1862, also known as the 
Land Grant Act. This bill provided every state with thousands of acres of land for colleges 
(Cohen & Kisker, 2009). Unfortunately, this bill was not beneficial to Black colleges and 
consequently, because most schools did not admit Black students, a second Morrill Land-Grant 
Act was passed in 1890 that mandated that those funds be extended to institutions that enrolled 
African Americans (Brown, 2013). Because segregation in the South was still prevalent, Brown 
(2013) explains that “many states established separate public HBCUs for the sole purpose of 
having a legal beneficiary for the federal support” (pp. 8-9). The passing of the Land-Grant Act 
of 1890 led to the establishment and financing of 18 public HBCUs (Lee & Keys, 2013). 
Although Du Bois (1904) claimed that Black colleges were hurriedly founded, inadequately 
equipped, and illogically distributed, education was still viewed by Black people as the gateway 
to a better life. Allen et al. (2007) claims that for African Americans, “education embodies not 
only a means toward gaining equality and progress, but the very essence of citizenship and 
personhood” (p. 263).  
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Most of the Black colleges were established in the southern region of the country where 
the industrial development in the South lagged behind the industrial expansions in the North. 
Thus, there were mixed emotions about Black higher education amongst white Southerners. 
Brooks and Starks (2011) report that some whites believed: 
That any education for Negroes was an injury to the Negro race and the Negro should 
remain in the Southern states were they at least had access to manual labor employment 
opportunities… [The other] portion of the white Southern community believed that 
Negros should be educated, but only in manual and vocational tasks. (p. 11)  
Because it was not expected for blacks to advance to careers that were not labor intensive, Cohen 
and Kisker (2009) point out that many black colleges kept programs in manual training and 
industrial technology well after most historically White institutions and other four-year schools 
had abandoned them.  
However, with the belief that Black colleges should train African Americans for future 
leadership, leaders such as W.E.B. Du Bois were not content with solely providing an industrial 
education (Bauerlein, 2004). Instead, Du Bois believed in a more high-end, classical curriculum 
for the most gifted top 10% of the Black population that “provided opportunities for ambitious 
and competent Negroes who possessed knowledge of black culture, strove for positive self-
development, and were prepared to lead successful lives” (Brooks & Starks, 2011, p. 13).  
Du Bois’ counterpart, Booker T. Washington, endorsed the industrial model of higher 
education and argued that Blacks should concentrate on the practical arts of manual labor to 
better suit them for the work that was available for them (Washington, 1889). The opposing 
viewpoints between Du Bois and Washington were the foundation of early African American 
education. While the two approaches were vastly different, they both agreed that the education 
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and academic training was necessary to elevate the African American community out of misery 
and poverty. In his book “Souls of Black Folk, Dubois stated:  
The function of the Negro college, then, is clear: it must maintain the standards of 
popular education, it must seek the social regeneration of the Negro, and it must help in 
the solution of problems of race contact and co-operation. And finally, beyond all this, it 
must develop men. (Du Bois, 1903, p. 66) 
 Culture. Historically Black Colleges and Universities possess a unique culture that 
stems from its original purpose of creation. Cooper (2013) assert that HBCUs operate under the 
guidance of culturally empowering missions. These missions, unlike predominately White 
institutions (PWI), are designed specifically to address the unique educational and sociocultural 
needs of African American students and foster their holistic development. Allen et al. (2007) 
point out that “HBCUs have been profoundly shaped by the circumstances (historical, economic, 
political, and cultural) that define Black lives and communities in America” (p. 263). To uphold 
the history and heritage of Black culture, it is common for HBCUs to offer culturally relevant 
classes and even name buildings on campus in honor of prominent African American leaders 
from the past. 
Faculty and administrators at HBCUs also play an important role in the shaping of the 
culture. According to Allen et al. (2007), the individuals that work at HBCUs tend to establish 
and maintain nurturing interpersonal relationships with their students. Allen et al. (2007) suggest 
that because the faculty and administrators are so committed to fostering the development of 
African American students, HBCUs are more successful in their efforts to retain African 
American students than predominately White institutions (PWIs). Additionally, Ponder (2006) 
suggests that the simple interactions and experiences between Black students and Black faculty 
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and staff members build pride, college spirit, and a sense of belonging. Ponder further states that 
students “feel within their element” at HBCUs and, consequently, “their ambitions are 
heightened and their self-confident is elevated” (p. 113). Lundy-Wagner and Gasman (2011) 
assert that such success can also be attributable to the small class sizes and low student-teacher 
ratio of most HBCUs. Allen (1992) reported that upon graduation, students from HBCUs had 
significantly higher self-rating and academic aspirations than their counterparts at PWIs. Allen 
(1992) therefore speculates that the difference in students from HBCUs and those at PWIs is 
largely due to the campus culture.  
Since their inception, Black colleges have been known to attract students who were 
academically underprepared. As previously mentioned, prior to Emancipation, every 
slaveholding state had some form of legislation that forbade Blacks from learning to read and 
write (Jewell, 2002). When it became permissible for Blacks to educate themselves, they relished 
in the opportunity to obtain a quality education. However, because many students were not 
adequately educated on the primary and secondary levels, they were unprepared for 
postsecondary work. “Thus, most HBCUs did not only function as colleges; they also enrolled 
students seeking a secondary and college preparatory education, meeting the broad educational 
needs of Black students denied equal access to quality public school” (Allen et al., 2007, p. 268). 
This practice of admitting students regardless of academic readiness, pre-college test scores 
(ACT and SAT), or socioeconomic status has continued and is noticeable in HBCU admissions 
criteria (Palmer & Gasman, 2008). Drewry and Doermann (2004), Lundy-Wagner and Gasman 
(2011), and Brown and Davis (2001) are a few scholars who mention that HBCUs have afforded 
academically underprepared students a postsecondary education that might have otherwise been 
impossible. Although most HBCUs have what is known as “open admissions,” which fosters a 
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cooperative, team-oriented culture, it is also important to state that some HBCUs are very 
selective in their admissions policies (Taylor & Carter, 2006). 
Not only do HBCUs afford underprepared students the opportunity to obtain a college 
degree, but research has indicated that HBCUs do well in regards to improving students’ 
academic deficiencies, retaining the students they have, and graduating them with the skills to 
successfully compete in society (Montgomery & Montgomery, 2012; Palmer & Gasman, 2008). 
Davis (2006) indicated that “at HBCUs, it takes the entire institutional family to produce 
competent graduates. The administration, faculty, staff, alumni, and community people who take 
a personal interest in the student act as an extended family” (p. 44).  
Desegregation. As previously mentioned, HBCUs were created with missions centered 
on providing educational opportunities to Black students during a time when they were not 
allowed to attend traditionally White postsecondary institutions. The federal funds provided by 
the second Morrill Act in 1890 ruled that states must either provide separate land-grant 
institutions for Blacks or admit them to existing colleges (Hale, 2006). To ensure federal support, 
some White colleges began to open their doors to Blacks.  
The U.S. Department of Education (1991) and Hill (1985) mentioned that desegregation 
in higher education began at the post-baccalaureate level due to the increased graduate programs 
in the White institutions and the lack thereof at HBCUs. The increase in graduate programs 
reflected three U.S. Supreme Court decisions in with the “separate but equal” doctrine of Plessy 
v. Ferguson, 1896 was applied. According to the U.S. Department of Education (1991), the 
decisions stipulated: (1) a state must offer schooling for blacks as soon as it provided it for 
Whites (Sinuel v. Board of Regents of University of Oklahoma, 1948); (2) black students must 
receive the same treatment as white students (MacLaurin v. Oklahoma State Regents, 1950); and 
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(3) a state must provide facilities of comparable quality for black and white students (Sweatt v. 
Painter, 1950).  
It was not until 1954 in the case of Brown v. Education that the U.S. Supreme Court 
unanimously declared that the Plessy’s “separate but equal” ruling violated the equal protection 
clause of the 14th Amendment of the U.S. Constitution. It is important to mention that the Brown 
decision applied to elementary and secondary public education. However, “its principle was 
extended to higher education by the U.S. Supreme Court, which declared in 1956 that Black 
applicants were entitled to “prompt” admission to White institutions” (Hill, 1985, p. 14). 
Although considered the catalyst for ending the “separate but equal” status quo and revolutionary 
for Blacks in education, the Brown decision has, over time, negatively impacted enrollment of 
Black students at HBCUs.  
African American males. Numerous studies have compared the experiences of Black 
students attending HBCUs to PWIs (Allen, 1986; Davis, 1994; Fries-Britt & Turner, 2002; Kim, 
2002; Kim & Conrad, 2006; & Watson & Kuh, 1996). However, Kimbrough and Harper (2006) 
point out that limited insight has been acquired on the experiences of African American men 
attending HBCUs. Although it was previously mentioned that HBCUs do an overall good job 
retaining students, many of these institutions struggle to retain their male students (Harper, 
Carini, Bridges, & Hayek, 2004; Harper & Gasman, 2008; Kimbrough & Harper, 2006; Palmer 
& Strayhorn, 2008). For example, the Black males in Harper and Gasman’s (2008) study 
revealed that conservative institutional climates at 12 HBCUs resulted in an unwelcoming 
environment that negatively impacted the retention and persistence. Furthermore, Harper et al.’s 
(2004) research suggested that campus involvement for Black males has decreased over time 
which can also be considered an indicator of attrition. Palmer, Davis, and Hilton (2009) point out 
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poor help-seeking behavior, lack of financial aid, and problems at home as additional challenges 
that effect the retention of Black men at HBCUs. For the abovementioned reasons, Gasman et al. 
(2010) mention that only about three out of every 10 graduating students at HBCUs are men. 
Despite the cultivating relationships offered by HBCUs, Cuyjet (2006), Harper (2006), 
Lundy-Wagner and Gasman (2011) Mello and Swanson (2007), and Mickelson and Greene 
(2006) posit that African American males have been, and will continue to be, underrepresented 
in all higher education and HBCUs because of systematic racism and poor primary and 
secondary school preparation. Lundy-Wagner and Gasman (2011) reported that Black men have 
been significantly outpaced by Black women in the past 30 years at HBCUs in both enrollment 
and completion. Jacob (2002) credits men having low levels of non-cognitive skills as a reason 
for the enrollment gap between men and women. Table 4 compares the total enrollment for both 
Black males and females in degree-granting HBCUs and highlights male and female enrollment 
percentage. 
Table 4 












1986 178,628 74,276 42% 104,352 58% 
1993 231,198 93,110 40% 138,088 60% 
1998 223,745 87,163 40% 136,582 60% 
2003 253,257 95,703 38% 157,554 62% 
2008 258,403 98,634 38% 159,769 62% 
2014 231,888 88,469 38% 143,419 62% 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Higher Education 
General Information Survey (HEGIS), (Table last prepared March 2016).  
 
The literature provides evidence that HBCUs have afforded African American males, 
especially academically underprepared males, access to postsecondary education that might have 
otherwise been impossible (Lundy-Wagner & Gasman, 2011). Fleming (1984) mentions: 
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Males in Black colleges exhibit the happiest adjustment to college life that can be found. 
Despite some ambivalence surrounding their interactions with teachers, their experience 
is more strongly characterized by absorption with role models, greater satisfaction, and 
positive outcomes from the educational experience, and gains in assertiveness of self-
expressions and in dealing with other. (p. 168) 
Although HBCUs have been known to provide access, there is no empirical research that 
suggests African American males are more successful at HBCUs. In comparison to PWIs, 
research has only indicated that HBCUs are better educational environments for all African 
American student experiences and postsecondary persistence. It is important to mention that this 
assertion heavily recognizes the success of Black females at HBCUs. The reason such a notion 
exist is perhaps because the student body and much of the faculty and staff at HBCUs are 
predominately Black. Therefore, unlike Black students who enroll at a predominately White 
institution, Black students attending HBCUs do not have to try as hard to fit in. Researchers have 
found that African American students attending predominately White institutions often 
experience alienation and are not engaged in the campus (Rankin & Reason, 2005; Tinto, 1987). 
To combat the barriers to retention and persistence of African American men in college, LaVant, 
Anderson, and Tiggs (1997) found that when universities have implemented mentoring 
programs, African American men have been more successful academically.  
Current status. At present time, the National Center of Education Statistics (2017) 
report a total of 100 HBCUs that are housed in 19 states and the District of Columbia. Of the 100 
HBCUs, 51 are public institutions and the other 49 are private nonprofit institutions. Despite 
enrolling only a small percentage of all African American undergraduate students, Lee and Keys 
(2013) reported that HBCUs produce 17% of all bachelor’s degrees to African American 
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students. This report suggests that HBCUs overproduce bachelor’s degrees to African Americans 
nationally and “will significantly impact America’s goal of having 60 percent of its citizens ages 
25-64 with a bachelor’s degree or higher by 2025” (Lee & Keys, 2013, p. 16). 
As of 2014, there were 303,167 students enrolled in HBCUs (NCES, 2014). Maintaining 
its original mission of educating minority students, African American students represented 
approximately 83 percent of students that attending HBCUs. Although the majority, African 
Americans are not the only ethnic group that HBCUs serve. With competition of all higher 
education institutions to enroll diverse students, HBCUs too are amongst the institutions in 
competition. Therefore, HBCUs have increased and extended their diversity recruiting efforts to 
White, Hispanic, Asian, and other students. Figure 3 shows that percentage of students enrolled 
at HBCUs by race in 2011. African Americans accounted for the majority of students enrolled at 
HBCUs in 2011 with 83 percent. White students consisted of 13 percent, while Hispanic students 
made up 3 percent and Asians with 1 percent. The National Center for Education Statistics 
(2014) reported that enrollment at HBCUs in 2014 was 61 percent female and 39 percent male 






Students Enrolled at HBCUs by Race, 2011 
 
 
Source: Author’s calculations based on data from the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data System. 
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics  ̧2011.  
 
Figure 4 
Percentage of Enrollment at HBCUs by Gender, 2014 
 
 
Source: NCES (2017). Fast facts: Historically Black colleges and universities. Institute of Education 












Table 5 breakdowns the total revenue for HBCUs in the 2013-14 school year and shows the 
differences in revenue for both public and private institutions. The total revenue for HBCUs in 
2013–14 was over $8 billion, with $1.8 billion from student tuition and fees. Total expenditures 
in that year reached $7.6 billion, of which $1.9 billion was spent on instruction. 
Table 5 
HBCU Financial Statistics, 2013-2014 
 Total Public Private 
Total Revenue $8,079,150 $5,075,176 $3,003,974 
Tuition & Fees 1,825,772 959,451 866,321 
Federal Gov’t 2,033,532 1,258,853 774,679 
State Gov’t 1,900,539 1,832,727 67,812 
Local Gov’t 104,177 94,235 9,942 
Total Expenditures 7,619,613 4,884,042 2,735,570 
Source: U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, Integrated Postsecondary 
Education Data System (IPEDS), (This table was prepared March 2016.) 
Lee and Keys (2013) identify several major issues that HBCUs currently face that could 
ultimately lead to the demise of some HBCUs. Those issues include but are not limited to; 
declining financial support, declining retention and graduation rates, declining enrollments, and 
changes to the financial aid system. To continue its relevancy Lee and Keys (2013) mention that: 
HBCUs are currently searching for new and innovative ways to replace declining 
financial supports from federal, state, and local sources and must increasingly find new 
ways to improve student outcomes that will be tied to state and federal funding for higher 
education. (p. 26) 
An additional expenditure that HBCUs have are those that are associated with their athletic 
programs. Such expenditures that can be very expensive, and according to Weisbrod et al. 





Much like intercollegiate sports at White institutions during its early inception, athletics 
at HBCUs were also unorganized and mainly led by students (Miller, 1995). In addition to its 
educational mission, many HBCUs offered athletic programs to cultivate the holistic 
development of its students as well as to provide entertainment for the Black communities 
(Wiggins, 2000; Wiggins & Miller, 2003). Because there were limited rules and no true 
governance over the sports, numerous issues including widespread injuries and imbalanced 
athletic competitions were the result (Cooper et al., 2014).  
As previously mentioned, throughout the late 1800s and into the 1900s, legal segregation 
permitted the NCAA from excluding African Americans student-athletes from participating at, or 
competing against historically White institutions. As a result, Cooper et al. (2014) point out that 
during that same year of the founding of the NCAA (1906), a group of HBCU leaders met and 
established a Black athletic conference, the Inter-Scholastic Athletic Association of the Middle 
Atlantic State (ISSA). Following the establishment of the ISSA, several HBCU athletic 
conferences emerged (Cooper et al., 2014). Cooper et al. (2014) reported that the first HBCU 
athletic conference was formed in 1910 and was named the Georgia-Carolina Athletic 
Association. Other HBCU conferences that followed were the Colored (now Central) 
Intercollegiate Athletic Association in 1912, the Southern Intercollegiate Athletic Conference 
(SIAC) in 1913, the Southwestern Athletic Association (now Conference) (SWAC) in 1920, and 
the Mid-Eastern Athletic Conference (MEAC) in 1969. It was not until 1953 that the National 
Association of Intercollegiate Athletics (NAIA), another athletic association, became the first to 
vote HBCUs into membership (About the NAIA, 2015; Crowley, 2006).  
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While HBCU athletic programs began to grow in stature, after desegregation, there were 
still only a small number of African American student-athletes that sought acceptance and 
entrance into the traditionally White colleges and universities (Crowley, 2006). However, the 
active recruitment of Black athletes by major White institutions offering more than what HBCUs 
could offer, would eventually negatively impact HBCUs and their athletic programs (Cooper et 
al., 2014; La Noue & Bennett, 2014). The assimilation of elite Black athletes from HBCUs to 
historically White institutions with larger athletic programs and larger budgets to provide greater 
exposure, effected the level of competition and the desire of many African American male 
athletes to want to play at a HBCU.  
Assimilation. Brooks and Starks (2011) mentioned that from the 1880s all the way to the 
1960s, most African American collegiate athletes played at HBCUs. In fact, prior to the mid-
twentieth century, Fleming (1984) point out that Black student-athlete participation at PWIs were 
nearly non-existent. Talent-laden Black players from HBCUs were arguably better than their 
“White counterparts” (Hodge et al., 2013; Nealy, 2008). Events such as the 1966 NCAA 
Basketball championship game that consisted of five African American players from Texas 
Western defeating the all-White defending national champions of Duke University, or the 
thrashing of the University of Alabama’s football team in 1970 by an integrated University of 
Southern California football team that sparked the vigorous national recruitment of the most 
talented Black players to predominately White schools.  
La Noue and Bennett (2014) point out that between 1966 and 1985, the average number 
of African Americans on predominately White college teams jumped from 2.9 to 5.7. Jones 
(2007) mentioned that talented Black athletes were easy to access prior to integration. However, 
after integration the ability of HBCUs to recruit and obtain elite Black athletes has been very 
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difficult. The national exposure for a possible professional playing career that many Black 
student-athletes seek can likely only be obtained on the level of competition provided by 
Division I PWIs. Tables 6 and 7 display the decline of players drafted from HBCUs to the NBA 
and NFL. Overall, the data suggest that after desegregation, HBCUs have steadily lost talented 
Black athletes to PWIs (La Noue & Bennett, 2014). 
Table 6 
HBCU Athletes in the NBA Draft (1970-2011) 
Year 
Total college players 
drafted into the NBA 
Players drafted from 
HBCUs 
Percent of players from 
HBCUs 
1970-1979 1,951 64 3.28% 
1980-1989 1,730 29 1.67% 
1990-1999 518 19 3.67% 
2000-2011 532 7 0.94% 
Source: NBADraftHistory.com. As cited by La Noue & Bennett (2014). 
Table 7 
HBCU Athletes in the NFL Draft (1970-2011) 
Year 
Total college players 
drafted into the NFL 
Players drafted from 
HBCUs 
Percent of players from 
HBCUs 
1970-1979 4,138 425 10.30% 
1980-1989 3,342 182 5.45% 
1990-1999 2,684 139 5.20% 
2000-2011 2,806 58 2.10% 
Source: Malumphy, C. (2010). Draft history by college. As cited in La Noue & Bennett (2014). 
Black male student-athlete experiences. There is a limited but growing number of 
studies that have emerged over recent years about the experiences of Black male student-athletes 
at HBCUs (Cooper, 2013; Cooper & Hall, 2014; Cooper & Hawkins, 2012; & Hodge, 2015). 
Several factors can influence Black male student-athletes’ decision to attend a HBCU. The same 
factors can also impact their academic persistence and their experiences while attending a 
HBCU. In the study conducted by Cooper and Hawkins (2012), participants identified HBCUs as 
a place of opportunity that not only challenged them academically, but also enhanced their 
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academic self-efficacy and social life. As previously defined, self-efficacy is person’s belief they 
have in their capabilities to produce effects or accomplish a task. Cooper’s (2013) study 
highlighted a Division II HBCU’s success in creating a culture that prioritized student athletes’ 
holistic development over athletic success and revenue generation. 
Although winning games is good, the pressure for coaches to win championships are 
interwoven into the overall mission of some HBCUs but are not intended overshadow the 
academic mission. Because most athletic programs are not profitable, it is possible that the 
emphasis on HBCU coaches to holistically develop men becomes more important than the wins 
and losses on the court or field. Additionally, because HBCUs are known to admit academically 
underprepared students, Robbins, Gilbert, and Clifton (2015) mention that ensuring the NCAA’s 
minimum APR score is met can be more stressing for coaches at HBCUs. Lastly, participants in 
Cooper’s (2013) study compared their HBCU as an extension of the African American 
community.  
Chapter Summary 
This chapter discussed several topics which included African American males’ 
participation in sports, intercollegiate sports, the NCAA, the exploitation of African American 
male student-athletes, HBCUs, and Black male experiences at HBCUs. Research on topics in 
some of these areas have been studied more than others. This chapter is a combination of those 
studies which enables a better understanding of the topic and purpose of this study. The next 





As mentioned in chapter 1, the purpose of this study was to understand the experiences 
that influence African American male student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, and 
persistence at a Division II Historically Black College.  The research questions that guided this 
study include the following: 
1. What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ decision to attend a 
Division II HBCU?  
2. How does competing on the Division II level impact African American male student-
athletes’ expectations to become a professional athlete?  
3. What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ self-efficacy to 
pursue non-sports related careers? 
4. What experiences while attending a HBCU contribute to African American male student-
athletes’ persistence? 
This chapter will describe the study’s research methodology and provide discussion in the 
following areas: (a) research design, (b) epistemology, (c) theoretical perspective, (d) 
methodology, (e) research context, (f) research sample, (g) data collection methods, (h) data 
analysis, (i) trustworthiness of the study, (j) subjectivities, and (k) a chapter summary.  
Research Design 
A qualitative case study was used to understand the experiences associated with and 
related to the purpose of this study. The rationale for implementing a qualitative approach was to 
collect detailed data to tell the story of participants’ and understand how they construct meaning 
of their lived experiences. The participants in the study were members of a collegiate athletic 
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team. It is my belief that how the participants construct meaning of lived experiences (Merriam, 
2002) can be found through studying their experiences as an African American male student-
athlete at a HBCU.  
Qualitative research is a field of inquiry. Originating from the field of anthropology, 
qualitative research involves uncovering the meaning of a phenomenon for those involved. 
Because qualitative researchers are interested in understanding how people interpret their 
experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 
experiences (Merriam, 2009), qualitative research “is normally recognizable via the use of 
methods that include in-depth interviews and group-moderation techniques” (Bailey, 2014, p. 
169). Denzin and Lincoln (2008) state: 
Qualitative researchers deploy a wide range of interconnected interpretive practices, 
hoping always to get a better understanding of the subject matter at hand. It is 
understood, however, that each practice makes the world visible in a different way. 
Hence there is frequently a commitment to using more than one interpretive practice in 
any study. (pp. 4-5) 
After reading the above statement, it can be understood why some scholars (Becker, 1998; 
Denzin & Lincoln, 2008) refer to qualitative researchers as a bricoleur or a quilt maker. This 
analogy depicts that qualitative researchers assemble images into montages and uses whatever 
strategy, methods, and empirical materials are available to understand the phenomenon (Becker 
1998). Denzin and Lincoln (2005) explain that a montage “uses brief images to create a clearly 
defined sense of urgency and complexity. It invites viewers to construct interpretations that build 
on one another as a scene unfolds” (p. 5).  
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Merriam (2009) provides characteristics that are conducive to qualitative research. The 
first characteristic mentions that qualitative research focuses on meaning and seeks to understand 
how people make sense of their lives. The understanding of peoples’ lives in their natural 
settings is what distinguishes qualitative research from quantitative research.  Because 
understanding is the primary goal of qualitative research, qualitative researchers spend a 
considerable amount of time “in the field” or at the natural setting of the research participants. 
Additionally, qualitative researchers accept that the outcome of their research is specific to the 
participants in which they study.  
The second characteristic of qualitative research described by Merriam (2009) is that the 
researcher serves as the primary instrument for data collection and analysis. Rather than using 
research instruments such as surveys or scales to collect data, qualitative researchers become 
subjectively immersed in the subject matter during the data collection phase. Denzin and Lincoln 
(2008) point out that “qualitative investigators think they can get closer to the actor’s perspective 
through detailed interviewing and observation” (p. 16). Because considerable time is spent in the 
field with the participants, qualitative researchers are able to expand his or her understanding of a 
phenomenon through the observation of nonverbal communication and immediately confirm 
with the participants any uncertainty.  
Instead of an attempt to predict or hypothesize what may happen in the future, the process 
of qualitative research is inductive. Identified by Merriam (2009) as the third characteristic of 
qualitative research, inductive means that the researcher first gathers data to build or develop 
theory. After the data is collected, inductive attempts to establish patterns, consistencies and 
meanings as the “researcher works from the particular to the general” (Merriam, 2009, p. 16). 
Qualitative studies are unique in a sense that they are not always generalizable to a larger 
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population. As a result, it is not uncommon to find a lack of existing theory that explains a 
particular phenomenon. The inductive approach, therefore does not set out to validate or falsify a 
theory. Instead, the qualitative research framework derives from what the researcher inductively 
learns in the data collection phase (Merriam, 2009).  
Lastly, Merriam (2009) states that the “product of a qualitative inquiry is richly 
descriptive” (p. 16). To qualitative researchers, rich descriptions of the social world are 
important (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). The gathering of rich descriptions is what distinguishes 
qualitative research from quantitative research. How someone was raised, where they were 
raised, who they were raised by, what their hobbies and interests are, how a person feels, how a 
person responds to a question, etc. all matters to a qualitative researcher. In qualitative research, 
no single experience outweighs the other. For it is a combination of everything that is observed, 
learned, and understood, that makes qualitative research richly descriptive in nature. After 
establishing the research design, the next important category to be identified is the epistemology 
of the researcher.  
Epistemology 
Crotty (1998) defines epistemology as the way of understanding and explaining how we 
(people) know what we know. Hofer and Pintrich (2002) state that epistemology or epistemic 
cognition is how an individual develops conceptions of knowledge and knowing and utilizes 
them in developing understanding of the world. Merriam (2009) simply defines epistemology as 
“the nature of knowledge” (p. 8). 
Constructivism served as the epistemology for this study based on its underlying 
principle that meaning is constructed (Crotty, 1998). Under the constructivist epistemology, 
Preissle and Grant (2004) explain that knowledge is created by an interaction between the 
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knower and the known. Different from the objectivist, “fly on the wall” approach, researchers 
with a constructivist epistemology “become acutely aware that their studies are collaborations 
between themselves and their participants, who may cooperate or not, reveal or conceal 
information, or even allow or refuse to grant the researcher any access at all” (Preissle & Grant, 
2004, p. 174). Hazelrigg (1986) also mentioned that constructivism is the activity of 
consciousness that produces the structures of our perceptual world. “Consciousness is not 
secondary to, rather it is integral to, the world in which we live, the world of lived experiences” 
(p. 3).  
It is also important to mention that constructivism brings about different viewpoints 
based on the researcher’s own lived experiences. Creswell (2007) lists four primary elements of 
constructivism: “understanding, multiple participant meanings, social and historical construction, 
and theory generation” (p. 6). Within this study, I used multiple participants’ viewpoints to help 
understand and construct meaning of African American male student-athletes’ college choice, 
career goals, and academic persistence at a Division II Historically Black College. 
Theoretical Perspective  
Before identifying the theoretical perspective that was used in this study, it is important 
to understand what a theoretical perspective is. Crotty (1998) defines a theoretical perspective as 
the philosophical stance informing the methodology and thus providing a context for the process 
and grounding its logic criteria. Based on the researcher’s own epistemological beliefs, a 
theoretical perspective then arises. The theoretical perspective narrows the focus of the study so 
that the readers of the research study understand the background in which the researcher bases 
his/her study. Crotty (1998) stated about theoretical perspective that:  
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Theoretical perspective is the philosophical stance informing the methodology 
and thus providing a context for the process and grounding its logic 
criteria…Justification of our [researchers] choice and particular use of 
methodology and methods is something that reaches into the assumptions about 
reality that we bring to our work. To ask about these assumptions is to ask about 
our theoretical perspective. (p. 2) 
An interpretivist theoretical perspective was used to guide the methodology for this 
study. The goal of interpretivism is to “understand the meaning that cultural and institutional 
practices have for those taking part” (Hammond & Wellington, 2013, p. 88). O’Donoghue 
(2007) asserts that the individual and society are inseparable units in interpretivism. 
Additionally, “one of the most basic ideas of interpretivism regarding the individual is that all 
human action is meaningful” (p. 16).  
Blackledge and Hunt (1985) are helpful in addressing the four major assumptions that 
underpin the interpretivist approach to research. Everyday activity is mentioned as the building 
block of society. The second assumption is that everyday activity is never imposed and there is 
always some autonomy. This is not to say that people do not have to follow rules or common 
laws of society. Instead, Blackledge and Hunt (1985) suggest that “everyday life is produced by 
people employed within the system acting together and producing their own roles and patterns of 
action” (p. 236). The last assumption made by Blackledge and Hunt is that everyday activity 
nearly always involves people interacting with other people.  
My interpretivist approach to this study was to uncover and understand the participants’ 
perspectives on becoming a professional athlete. Each participant in this study possessed a lens 
in which they viewed reality. In other words, each student-athlete looked at the world in which 
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they lived differently. Each made sense out of situations differently and each possessed different 
subjective views, or lens, that enabled them to see their realties of the world. That lens was 
filtered based on the societies of which they are members and the individuals in which they have 
encountered over their lifespan.  
The reason interpretivism was chosen for this study was because of its close relationship 
with the constructivism epistemology. Both constructivism and interpretivism share a view that 
human beings are meaning makers and “the world is one in which [people] are required to seek 
out meaning rather than enter a world in which meaning is fixed” (Hammond & Wellington, 
2013, p. 90). Gray (2004) mentions that an interpretivist understands that “there is no, direct, 
one-to-one relationship between ourselves (subjects) and the world (object)” (p. 23). 
Methodology 
The methodology used in this study was a case study. As a form of research 
methodology, case study research “involves the study of an issue explored through one or more 
cases within a bounded system (i.e., a setting, a context)” (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). Merriam 
(2009) noted:  
The case study results in rich and holistic account of a phenomenon. It offers insights and 
illuminates meanings that expand its readers’ experiences…Because of its strengths, case 
study is a particularly appealing design for applied fields of study such as education, 
social work, administration, health, and so on…Case study has proven particularly useful 
for studying educational innovations, evaluating programs, and informing policy. (p. 51) 
This research fits well with the strengths of case study highlighted by Merriam as I sought to 
understand the experiences that influence African American male student-athletes’ college 
choice, career goals, and persistence at a Division II Historically Black College.   
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Creswell (2007) cited that case study research is a choice of what is to be studied, noting that 
“others present it as a strategy of inquiry, a methodology, or a comprehensive research strategy” (p. 
73). Therefore, to implement the case study methodology, the researcher must first determine the 
selection of the case to be studied. Stake (2003) suggests that case study is less of a 
methodological choice than “a choice of what is to be studied” (p. 443). It is therefore important 
for the researcher that uses case study to develop an understanding of a bounded system, or a 
single unit with specific boundaries (Yin, 2003). The boundaries or restrictions for this study 
included African American male student-athletes that were members of an athletic team 
(Basketball or Baseball) at a Division II Historically Black College located in an urban mid-
southern city in the United States. Baxter and Jack (2008) mention that one of the common 
pitfalls of case study occurs when a researcher attempts to answer a question that is too broad or 
has too many objectives.  
The type of case study that I chose for this study was an intrinsic case study. Stake (2003) 
uses the term intrinsic and suggests that researchers who have a genuine interest in the case 
should use this approach when the intent is to better understand the case. Stake (2003) further 
suggest that the “bulk of case study work is done by individuals who have intrinsic interest in the 
case and little interest in the advance of science” (p. 140). My constructivist epistemology and 
interpretivist theoretical perspective aligns nicely with an intrinsic case study primarily because 
of my desire to understand “what is important about that case within its own world” (Stake, 2003 
p. 140).  
Research Context 
 The study was conducted on the campus of an urban private Historically Black College in 
the mid-southern region of the United States. For the purposes of this study, the college was 
assigned a pseudonym and from hereon, will be referred to as Mid-South Historically Black 
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College (MSHBC). MSHBC is a four-year private institution located in an urban metropolitan 
area in the southeastern region of the U.S. There were 959 total students enrolled during the 
2015-16 academic school year. Approximately 67% of the students were female, and males 
consisted of 33%. The average ACT score for entering freshmen was 15 and the retention rate 
was 50%. The graduation rate was 14%. Table 8 highlights institutional data about MSHBC from 
previous years.  
Table 8 
Mid-South Historically Black College  





2013-2014 1006 37.5% 62.5% 58% 20% 
2014-2015 945 35.8% 64.2% 43% 13% 
2015-2016 959 33.4% 66.6% 50% 14% 
Source: (Office of Institutional Research, 2017) 
Founded on religious traditions, MSHBC was initially established in the late 1800s as an 
elementary school for freedmen and runaway slaves before later becoming a junior college. In 
present day, MSHBC provides a liberal arts education and offers over 20 different undergraduate 
majors. There are three different degrees that MSHBC is accredited to award: The Bachelor of 
Arts (B.A.), the Bachelor of Science (B.S.), and the Bachelor of Business Administration 
(B.B.A.). 
MSHBC is a Division II institution in the NCAA. Its athletic department encompasses 11 
athletic teams (5 men; 6 women). The sports offered are as followed: Men’s and women’s 
basketball; men’s baseball, men’s and women’s cross country; men’s golf, men’s and women’s 
tennis, women’s softball, women’s volleyball, and cheerleading. There are 15 individuals that 
make up the entire athletic department staff. MSHBC has one gymnasium that holds 
approximately 500 people and is shared by women’s volleyball, and men’s and women’s 
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basketball. This space serves as the practice/training facility as well as for home games. All other 
athletic teams at MSHBC practice or play games at an off-campus location.   
The city in which MSHBC is located consist of over 650,000 residents and a 
metropolitan population of over 1 million. Of those residents, 63.3% are classified as Black or 
African American (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). The city’s overall poverty rate is 27.7% and the 
poverty rate for Blacks alone is 33.5%.  The institution is located in a lower socio-economic area 
within the city.  
MSHBC was selected as the context for this study because of a Life Skills program that 
was piloted in 2014 by the researcher of this study and supported by the athletic department to 
help prepare its athletes for professional careers and model citizenship after graduation. 
Research Sample 
There were 7 individuals who participated in this study and were selected based on their 
characteristics related to the research questions. Because this study’s focus was specific to only 
certain individuals, a unique sample was used. Merriam (2009) explains that a unique sample is 
based on unique, atypical, or perhaps rare attributes of the phenomenon on interest. The specific 
terminology for this type of selection is referred to as purposeful sampling. Although Creswell 
(2007) recommends no more than 4 to 5 participants be used for case study research, 7 
participants enabled the study’s results to reach data saturation as no new data, no new themes, 
and no new coding emerged (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson, 2006). 
The 7 participants were selected with the assistance and approval from the Athletic 
Director and the student-athletes’ coaches. An initial consultation with the athletic administrators 
and coaches from the institution took place to introduce the focus of the study and to identify 
African American male student-athletes who were eligible to participate in the study. A consent 
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to participate in the research study was presented to each student-athletes upon initial interaction. 
Participation in this study was on a voluntary basis and specific reference to participants were 
done using pseudonyms. The participants selected for this study met the following criteria:  
 Member of an MSHBC athletic program between 2014-2017 
 18+ years old and self-identifies as African American male 
 Past participant of the 2014 Life Skills program coordinated by researcher 
 Willing to talk and openly share their experiences as a student-athlete 
I chose to include past participation of a Life Skills program as a criterion for this research 
sample to ensure each participant experienced some form of career planning or exploration 
during their collegiate career, with the expectation that the participants would allude on their 
experiences of career goals and persistence.   
Data Collection Methods 
For this study, I chose to use three data collection methods which included (1) individual, 
semi-structured interviews, (2) a focus group interview with all participants, and (3) physical 
artifacts. Each method is discussed in detail in the following paragraphs. Crotty (1998) define 
data collection method as “the techniques or procedures used to gather and analyze data related 
to some research question or hypothesis” (p. 3). A wide range of data-collection techniques can 
be used by a case study researcher. Merriam and Simpson (2000) point out that the researcher’s 
task is to collect, sort, analyze, and interpret the data that is collected. 
Interviews. The first method used in this study was semi-structured interviews. 
Interviews are frequently used qualitative research (Merriam, 2009), and it was the primary form 
of data collection in this study. While interviews can be conducted by telephone or via 
teleconference (e.g., Skype or Facetime), I used the most common face-to-face interview. 
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Hammond and Wellington (2013) state that interviews are “governed by ethical rules concerning 
consent for the interview, for recording and preserving the subject’s anonymity and the 
confidentiality of the respondent” (p. 91).  
A semi-structured interview approach was chosen because it was believed to be more 
manageable than unstructured interviews. This type of interview provides the researcher with a 
set of general questions to be asked during the interview. The questions were general because 
they allowed for additional follow-up and probing questions while still allowing the researcher to 
stay within the structure of the interview. It also allowed flexibility for the participants to expand 
upon their responses in unique ways (Merriam, 2009).  
Prior to each interview, a consent to participate in the research study was presented to 
each student-athlete. Each participant was asked to review and sign the consent from. 
Participation in this study was on a voluntary basis. With the assistance of an interview guide 
(Appendix A), the scope of each interview was the same. However, each interview was tailored 
to allow each participant to respond to the questions in their own way. Each interview lasted 
between 30-45 min. All interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed. Specific reference to 
participants was done using pseudonyms. The transcriptions from this study was retained for 
future research purposes in a security repository in a secure folder on the researcher’s secured 
personal computer, which requires a login and password only known to the researcher. Records 
will be kept confidential to the extent provided by federal, state, and local laws.  
Focus group interview. The second data collection method was a focus group. Focus 
groups are advantageous when the interaction among interviewees will likely yield the best 
information, when interviewees are similar and cooperative with each other, and when time to 
collect information is limited (Creswell, 2007). My reason for choosing a focus group was to 
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allow the participants who were individually interviewed to engage in collective dialogue to 
ensure their responses accurately reflected their experiences. It is recommended that the size of a 
focus group include between 6 and 12 participants, so that the group is small enough for all 
members to talk and share their thoughts (Fusch & Ness, 2015; Lasch et al., 2010). Creswell 
(2007) further mentions that with this approach, care must be taken not only to encourage all 
participants to talk, but to also monitor individuals who may dominate the conversation. The 
focus group interview took place on the campus of MSHBC in an area deemed appropriate by 
the researcher. To ensure a participant did not dominate the conversation, each question was 
directed to a different participant while others were asked to comment afterwards. An interview 
guide (Appendix B) was also used for the focus group interview. The focus group interview was 
digitally recorded and transcribed for analysis. 
Artifacts. Hodder (1994) mentioned that artifacts give alternative insights into the ways 
in which people perceive and fashion their lives. Participants were therefore asked to identify 
and bring an artifact that they considered to be a representation of their culture, something that 
had contributed to their academic persistence at MSHBC, or something that was symbolic of 
their chosen career paths. Examples of such objects may include tools, books, utensils, pictures, 
photographs, and any other instrument of everyday living (Merriam, 2009). The artifacts 
identified by the student-athletes either confirmed or provided an alternative perspective on their 
verbal responses to questions asked during the interview.  
Data Analysis 
The constant comparative method was implemented to serve as an ongoing means of 
comparing data to provide additional insights on the research findings (Merriam, 2009). 
According to Jones, Torres, and Armino (2006) constant comparative analysis engages the 
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researcher in a process of collecting and analyzing data simultaneously at “all stages of the data 
collection and interpretation process, and results in the identification of codes” (p. 44). Each 
individual interview and focus group interview was transcribed. Based on the research 
questions, open coding was implemented for both individual structured interviews and the focus 
group interview. This required line by line data analysis to identify themes. Merriam (2009) 
describes coding as assigning some sort of shorthand designation to various aspects of the data 
so that it can be easily retrieved. Categorical concepts were then established and color-
coded according to similarity. Strauss and Corbin (1998) mention that coding usually consist of 
conceptualizing and reducing data and elaborating categories. Therefore, Dedoose 
(www.dedoose.com), a qualitative data management software program, was used to better 
organize the transcriptions. In the findings, excerpts were presented verbatim in order to provide 
an accurate voice for the participants.  
Hodder (1994) suggests the analysis of artifacts may be of great importance for the 
expression of alternative perspectives. By this, Hodder elaborates by saying, “What people say” 
is often very different from “what people do” (p. 113). Understanding that artifacts in a cultural 
setting can change over time and can gain or lose its value, the meaning of artifacts is often 
intensely personal and subjective. Therefore, findings from each method were then triangulated 
for data convergence and emergent themes were identified (Patton, 2002) to best understand 
how the participants’ experiences impacted their college choice, career goals, and persistence at 
a Division II Historically Black College.   
Trustworthiness 
In research, and particularly qualitative research, it is important to establish 
trustworthiness to provide evidence illustrating the plausibility of the findings. Therefore, the 
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strategies selected in this study were to ensure the study’s credibility. The strategies that I used to 
ensure trustworthiness were (1) triangulation, (2) member checking, and (3) the use of thick 
descriptions.  
Triangulation. In his definition of triangulation, Stake (2003) stated:  
Triangulation has been generally considered a process of using multiple perceptions to 
clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an observation or interpretation. But, 
acknowledging that no observations or interpretations are perfectly repeatable, 
triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by identifying different ways the 
phenomenon is being seen. (Stake, p. 148) 
Because I used multiple data collection techniques, data triangulation was employed in this study 
by relying on data obtained through individual interviews, a focus group interview, and artifacts. 
Denzin and Lincoln (2005) suggest that triangulation is “not a tool or strategy of validation, but 
an alternative to validation” (p. 8). It is through triangulation that I displayed multiple realities of 
student-athletes’ experiences. 
Member checks. “To ensure that the researcher’s own biases do not influence how the 
perspectives are portrayed, many researchers use member checks in which the transcribed 
interviews or summaries of the researcher’s conclusions are sent to participants for review” 
(Lodico, Spaulding, & Voegtle, 2010, p. 274). Crewell (2007) states that in member checking, 
the researcher takes data and interpretations back to the participants of the study so that they can 
judge the accuracy and credibility. Once individual interviews were concluded, the convening of 
the focus group comprised of all 7 of the participants provided me the platform to ask them to 
reflect on the accuracy of my preliminary analyses.  
 
75 
Thick descriptions. Lodico et al. (2006) state that writing good detailed descriptions is 
an essential part of qualitative research. I took notes while conducting interviews. For these notes 
to become thick descriptions, Lodico et al. (2006) point out that the researcher often must expand 
the field notes and combine those notes into more integrated descriptions of people, situations, 
and places. This ultimately resulted in thick descriptions. I used thick descriptions during the 
reporting of the findings to ensure their voices are portrayed accurately. This was done by 
extracting quotes from interviews.  
Pilot Study 
 As part of my Policy-Oriented Research course, and for completion of my Residency 
Project, I performed a small research project on the effects of a Life Skills Program that I 
coordinated in the Fall semester of 2014 at the same institution. For this project, I interviewed 
three African American male student-athletes about their experiences at MSHBC, their family 
upbringing, and their future career plans. Two face-to-face semi-structured interviews were used 
to gather the data. After the data were analyzed, the findings from the study did not recommend 
attempting to alter African American male student-athletes’ aspirations to become a professional 
athletic. Instead, it recommended that more exposure and education about different career paths 
was needed to help African American male student-athletes consider alternatives and/or a “Plan 
B” to playing professional sports as a career.  
Subjectivity Statement 
Qualitative researchers bring many assumptions to their study. These assumptions, if not 
addressed, can negatively impact the outcome of their research. Therefore, Charon (2001) 
mentioned that it is important that qualitative researchers state their assumptions and elaborate 
on their theoretical perspective. My personal connection to this study comes from my experience 
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as an African American male who played competitive and organized basketball throughout my 
childhood and into my late teenage years. My realization of the unlikelihood of making it to the 
NBA came during high school. This led me to forgo my senior year of eligibility and focus on 
maintaining good grades to go to college. However, several of my friends and teammates were 
not as quick to give up on something they had invested so much time and energy into their entire 
lives. I would be remiss if I did not mention that I always knew and expected to go to college. 
My mother passed away from breast cancer when I was 12 years old and one of her major desires 
for me was to get a college degree. Fortunately, I was blessed with an inheritance of money that 
was used to fund my college tuition. For some of my friends, if an athletic scholarship was not 
awarded, attending college was not guaranteed.  
Many of my friends who accepted scholarships to play basketball in college maintained 
the desire to play professionally (either in the NBA or overseas) throughout much of their 
collegiate career. Even those who attended lower division and junior colleges in hopes of getting 
an opportunity to play at a major Division I program maintained their dream of becoming a 
professional athlete. Of all my friends and former teammates that accepted scholarships across 
the country to play basketball, only one was fortunate to play professionally for a couple of 
seasons overseas. Most of the others did not graduate college and ended up working mediocre 
jobs. The few that did graduate still struggled to find their desired career paths after the 
realization that making it to “the league” was not going to happen.  
Chapter Summary 
This chapter provided a detailed framework for the study. The research design explained 
that a qualitative approach was used in the study, which was followed by a thorough discussion 
of what exactly constitutes as qualitative research. The chapter then discussed the epistemology, 
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theoretical perspective, and methodology. After the research context was described, the selection 
of the research participants was addressed. The data collection process confirmed the researcher 
as the primary instrument for collecting data and discussed the methods that were used. The 
chapter then discussed how the data was analyzed followed by the trustworthiness of the study to 
ensure reliability. Lastly, the researcher’s subjectivities were addressed. The next chapter will 






This chapter introduces the 7 African American male student-athletes who participated in 
this study. The chapter begins with a holistic overview of the participants and follows with 
individual summaries of each participant. The chapter then goes on to compare, contrast, and 
summarizes the characteristics of the participants.  
Background of Participants 
Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant in this study to protect their identities and 
to ensure compliance in accordance with the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at the University 
of Memphis. The participants for this study are Wade, Bradford, Elton, Terrance, William, 
Shelton, and Carter. Wade, Bradford, Elton, and Terrance were all members of MSHBC’s 
basketball team. William, Shelton, and Carter were members of the baseball team. The average 
age of the participants was 23.3 years of age. Six of the seven participants felt like their level of 
recruitment out of high school did not reflect their level of play. It is also worth mentioning that 
all but one of the participants attended high school in the mid-south region of the country where 
MSHBC is located. Playing at MSHBC on the Division II level provided an opportunity for most 
of the participants to play a college sport (i.e., basketball or baseball) as only 2 of the participants 
were offered any Division I scholarships. The offers to Division I institutions to the two 
participants were not full-athletic scholarships. Although all the participants claimed to have 
decent grade point averages in high school, the average ACT score for the participants was 16.9. 
Two of the participants were recent graduates at the time this study was conducted. Lastly, six 
out of seven of the participants aspired to become professional athletes after graduation. 
However, the extent and length in which each participant was willing to pursue professional 
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sports varied. Below are brief summaries of the participants that correspond to the 
abovementioned information.  
Wade. Wade is a recent graduate of MSHBC (May 2017), earning a bachelor’s degree in 
education (K-12). Born and raised in the city in which MSHBC is located, Wade has played 
sports ever since he was a child. Playing professional football in the NFL was Wade’s first 
dream. However, he fell in love with the game of basketball after realizing the enjoyment he 
gained from playing and competing against his friends. Coming out of high school, Wade felt 
like he was overlooked and claims that he did not have the proper people to help him get to 
certain Division I schools. Consequently, Wade was not offered any scholarships to Division I 
institutions but was offered a few D-II athletic scholarships. Wade’s decision to attend MSHBC 
was made based on instinct and the encouragement by one of his high school teachers (an alum 
of MSHBC).  
Since graduation, Wade has focused his attention on becoming a professional athlete. His 
plan A, plan B, and plan C is to play basketball. Wade does not want to focus his attention on 
anything else because he feels like having an alternate plan will simply deter his momentum and 
faith. He has been invited to a few try-outs for some semi-professional teams and has even 
attended a try-out for one of the NBA’s Development League teams. Wade plans to sign with an 
agent, continue to train and work hard, and hopefully will be provided the opportunity to play for 
a professional team domestically or internationally. Wade is passionate about being a positive 
influence on the youth. He is especially passionate about being a role model to those who come 
from comparable backgrounds and have similar upbringings to his own. If by chance he is not 
afforded the opportunity to play professional basketball, Wade plans to use his degree to become 
a teacher and a high school coach.  
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Bradford. Bradford is a recent graduate of MSHBC (May 2017), earning a bachelor’s 
degree in Information Technology. Born in Chicago, Illinois and raised in St. Louis, Missouri, 
Bradford was a multiple sport athlete in high school. Bradford’s primary reason or attending 
MSHBC was because he was offered a full-athletic scholarship to attend. He did receive 
scholarship offers from other institutions, including some from Division I institutions. However, 
his D-I offers were partial scholarships and would have required him to apply for federal student 
loans. Feeling overlooked, Bradford decided to attend MSHBC where he knew he would have 
the opportunity to play immediately and prove to those he felt doubted his ability.  
While a student, Bradford was a part of a Science, Technology, Engineering, and 
Mathematics (STEM) research program in which he had tutors to assist with his studies and even 
received the opportunity to engage in research with a professor. The research he assisted with 
was published in a scholarly journal. Bradford considers his mother, father, and paternal 
grandfather as his biggest influencers and advocates for him completing his degree. Both his 
parents and grandfather graduated from college and always expected and encouraged him to 
attend college just as they did. Bradford still has the desire to become a professional athlete and 
has given himself 2 to 3 years to do so before the possibility of completely giving it up. In the 
meantime, Bradford plans to regularly train and attend any basketball camps in hopes to be 
scouted by a professional recruiter. As a back-up plan, Bradford has considered graduate school 
programs in Information Technology and/or Sport Commerce where he can gain credentials to 
work in the sports industry in some capacity.    
Elton. Elton was born in New York City and moved to the city that MSHBC is located 
when he was 11 years old. Elton was a stand-out basketball player in high school and led his 
team in both points and rebounds. While in high school, Elton was recruited and offered partial 
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athletic scholarships to a few Division I institutions. Instead of attending any of the D-I 
institutions, Elton attended a junior college and enrolled in development courses because his high 
school grade point average and a 16 on the ACT was not sufficient to accept any of athletic 
scholarship offers. After one semester at a junior college, Elton transferred to MSHBC where he 
has averaged over 15 points per game in each of his last two seasons. Internally, MSHBC was 
always a place where Elton wanted to play college ball because his high school coach, who he 
considered to be a father-figure, played basketball at MSHBC.  
Elton has committed to the basketball team at MSHBC since his arrival. He has not been 
involved nor does he have any interest in being involved in any other organizations on campus. 
Elton believes he has the skill set to play professional basketball because he has completed and 
outperformed other Division I athletes when provided the opportunity. He feels like becoming a 
professional athlete is a dream that he will always have because he claims that basketball is all he 
knows. Elton has not established a relationship with any of his professors and has not identified 
anyone on campus that he considers to be a mentor. Elton’s biggest supporter is his mother. 
Elton is also the father of two children.  
Terrence. Terrence is a 25-year-old member of MSHBC basketball team and born and 
raised in the city in which MSHBC is located. Terrence’s father passed away when he was 11 
years old, and he did not have much of a relationship with his mother as she lived in unstable and 
even dangerous environments. After the passing of his farther, Terrence was taken in by his 
cousin, who he considers to be like a sister, and her husband. Although his cousin/sister provided 
stability, other family members and close friends were heavily involved in illegal street hustling 
(e.g., drugs, gambling, etc.) which became fascinating to Terrence. Terrence admits to being a 
hustler in his teenage years, a participant in illegal activity, and even a target in a drive-by 
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shooting. Terrence did not play any organized basketball until he reached high school. Prior to 
high school, he only played basketball in neighborhoods against those willing to play for money.  
Unsurprised by his lack of recruitment to play collegiate basketball, Terrence admits to 
being a late bloomer and credits his cousin/sister and her husband for asking the head coach at 
MSHBC for a favor to give him an opportunity to play. He was given a chance to try out for the 
team and eventually earned a scholarship. Terrence is the father of a 2-year-old daughter and is 
majoring in Criminal Justice. Knowing other athletes that have come before him that have 
become professional athletes overseas, Terrence feels he can become a professional athlete as 
well and would like to play international basketball to provide for his daughter. Terrence has 
established a professor on campus the he considers to be a great mentor to him as they have 
regular conversations about academics and potential job opportunities. If the opportunity to play 
overseas is not provided, Terrence plans to move out of the city in which MSHBC is located to 
Dallas, TX and work as a probation officer.  
William. William is entering his final year of his collegiate baseball career and is 
majoring in Special Education. As a high school athlete, William was not offered any 
scholarships to play college ball. He credits the lack of exposure as a primary reason for not 
receiving any athletic scholarship offers. William graduated high school with a 3.2 grade point 
average but his highest ACT composite score was only a 14. After high school, he was provided 
the opportunity to try-out for a D-1 school but because of his ACT, he was not able to gain 
admission into the institution. As a result, William attended a junior college for one year to 
improve his grades and to become eligible to play college ball at a D-I or D-II institution. While 
at the junior college, William joined an all-male empowerment group that encouraged him to do 
well academically and was provided incentives for receiving good grades and for persisting 
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academically. After one year at the junior college, William transferred to a D-II HBCU to fulfill 
his desire to play college baseball. However, he did not feel the team was very good and 
transferred again to MSHBC where he was offered an academic scholarship. Since entering 
MSHBC, William has been involved in multiple organizations, pledged a fraternity, has 
completed an internship, and has been a consistent contributor to the baseball team. During the 
summer months, William has also maintained some form of employment. After graduation, 
William plans to continue his pursuit to become a professional athlete. William has given 
himself 2 years after graduation to play professional ball but also feels very confident that he can 
make a decent living as a Special Education teacher.  
Shelton. Shelton is a 25-year-old junior at MSHBC. Shelton is from the city in which 
MSHBC is located and grew up in a rough neighborhood where he learned from an early age that 
opportunities in life were limited. He was taught not to rely on anyone for anything and if he 
wanted something, he would have to make a way and get it on his own. Becoming a professional 
athlete was always a dream of Shelton’s when he was younger. Shelton felt like his play in high 
school did not accurately reflect his level of college recruitment. Shelton claimed to have been 
one of the top baseball players in the city coming out of high school. However, he credits playing 
in a city that was not historically known for baseball as well as coming from a small school as 
contributing factors for him not being highly recruited. Shelton admits not to have been focused 
on grades in high school. However, he still managed to graduate with a 2.9 grade point average. 
Upon graduation, Shelton was offered a scholarship by MSHBC to play baseball, but he 
declined the offer and instead chose to obtain his Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) and spent 
2 years driving for a trucking company. Shelton admitted that going back to school was difficult 
for him because he felt he was already in a career (driving trucks) and was making a decent 
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living providing for himself. Shelton has been a major contributor to the baseball team as he has 
served as team captain, had the highest batting average, and was named to the All-tournament 
team. Despite his accolades, Shelton will not play baseball for MSHBC in his senior year 
because he has expunged his playing eligibility. Although he feels he has the talent and skill set 
to possibly become a professional athlete, Shelton has no desire at the age of 25 to pursue 
playing baseball as a professional career. Instead, he plans to become an entrepreneur and invest 
in multiple business endeavors throughout the city.  
Carter. Carter comes from a large family and was born and raised in the city in which 
MSHBC is located. Several of his family members played baseball or softball in college or in 
recreational leagues throughout the city. Therefore, Carter has been involved and around baseball 
for as long as he could remember. Carter is a junior and is on the baseball team at MSHBC and is 
majoring in mathematics. Although Carter knew his level of play needed improvement coming 
out of high school, he still felt like he was overlooked because he was only offered scholarships 
to D-II institutions. His family were major influencers of him attending college. Neither 
Shelton’s mother nor father received college degrees. However, both of his parents were strong 
advocates for him to not only go to college, but to graduate and have a better opportunity to live 
a better life than them.  
Academically, Shelton has been an average student at MSHBC by maintaining C grade 
point average. Athletically, Shelton has not been able to stand out amongst his teammates. His 
level of play at MSHBC has been inconsistent, but he was able to prove to his coaches that he 
had good potential due to his work ethic and competitive energy. Carter’s dream of becoming a 
professional baseball player is very much alive. He strongly believes that with maximum effort 
he can play minor league baseball and can put himself in position to possibly make it to the 
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major league. If becoming a professional athlete does not work out, Carter plans to use his 
degree in mathematics to obtain entrance into a graduate program to pursue engineering.   
Overview of Participants 
In addition to the participant summaries which provided background information, Table 9 
displays further information regarding age, academic major, classification, ACT score, and post-
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This chapter provided background of the participants in this study. Although each of the 
participants’ upbringing and path to MSHBC was different, they shared some similar 
characteristics as well. As previously mentioned, all but one of the participants felt like they 
were overlooked by Division I institutions coming out of high school. Five out of the seven 
participants received a 17 or lower on the ACT which negatively impacted their chances to play 
D-I ball. There was also an array of disciplines that each of the participants declared as their 
academic major. Three of the participants mentioned the possibility of going to graduate school 
to further their education while all participants had a goal to finish and earn college degree. The 
artifacts brought in by the participants were also different. Two of the participants brought an 
artifact that connected them to a deceased family member. Two other participants’ artifacts 
resembled their connection to their sport. One participant found inspiration in an autographed 
poster of a boxer that was knocked out by a heavy weight champion (Mike Tyson) but got up and 
eventually won the fight. The remaining participants’ artifacts were connections to their family 
members. Although all but one of the participants’ primary focus after graduation was to become 
a professional athlete, each of the participants saw value in obtaining their degree and had a 
secondary plan connected to their major if sports did not work out in their favor. The findings 
and any themes that emerge from the participant interviews, focus group, and artifacts will be 






The purpose of this qualitative study is to understand the experiences of African 
American male student-athletes’ a Division II Historically Black College. Using data from in-
depth interviews, a focus group, and participants’ artifacts, the study revealed experiences that 
influence African American male student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, and academic 
persistence at a Division II Historically Black College. This chapter presents the findings from 
this study, and discusses the themes that emerged from the data analysis.  
Introduction of Themes 
This section reports the themes that emerged from the research study. The goal of 
presenting the themes was to document the participants’ experiences at a Division II HBCU, and 
to provide readers an understanding to the research questions of this study discussed in Chapter 
1. During data collection, participants were encouraged to speak openly and truthfully about their 
experiences as African American male student-athletes at an HBCU. Upon completion of the 
first round of individual interviews, the recorded interviews were transcribed and data analyzed 
the data in search of common themes. As themes gradually emerged from my analysis, a focus 
group was conducted that consisted of all the participants. The purpose of the focus group was to 
ensure my interpretations accurately reflected the participants’ experiences, and to gain further 
insight and clarity of their perspectives through collective dialogue. The focus group also served 
as member checks which ensured that my own biases did not influence how the participants’ 
perspectives were portrayed (Lodico et al., 2010). Lastly, the artifacts that each participant 
brought either confirmed or provided an alternative perspective on their verbal responses to 
questions asked in during the interviews. Although there were several commonalities uncovered 
 
90 
amongst the participants’ during the data analysis, there were four main themes that emerged. 
These themes were:  
 Theme 1: The Decision to Attend College 
 Theme 2: Factors Contributing to Academic Persistence 
 Theme 3: The Value of a College Degree 
 Theme 4: Aspirations to Become a Professional Athlete 
The four themes were selected because they appeared the most consistently during data analysis, 
and also because they were directly related to the research questions in this study. To ensure the 
participants’ voices and perspectives were portrayed accurately, thick descriptions were utilized 
by extracting direct quotes from the individual interviews and the focus group transcripts. This 
inevitably strengthened the research findings.  
The first theme that emerged, “The decision to attend college,” discloses the experiences 
and individuals that influenced the participants’ decision to go to college and their feelings about 
their level of recruitment. The subsequent themes reveal additional perspectives to help 
understand the experiences that influence the participants’ academic persistence at a Division II 
Historically Black College and their feelings about the value of a college degree.  Theme 4 will 
conclude with a revealing of the participants’ confidence in becoming a professional athlete and 
their career goals associated with their academic major. A summary is presented following the 
discussion of each theme. Table 10 represents the emerged themes in relation to the research 
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Theme 1: The Decision to Attend College 
Each of the participants were encouraged by different people to go to college. 
Additionally, each of them possessed different feelings and reasoning for wanting to go to 
college. Despite some of them having resistance to attend college even with the encouragement 
of people close to them, all the participants credited having the opportunity to play their sport 
beyond high school as a deciding factor. Wade was the first student-athlete interviewed and 
stated:  
If it wasn’t for sports, I wouldn’t have been in college. I would have been in training 
school, something quick to make money. What I would have done is gone straight to 
work, I don’t think I would have gone to college. 
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When asked if his family discussed going to college with him during his upbringing, Wade 
mentioned that, “when I was young, I was bad.” He stated that at the time, him going to college 
“probably wasn’t even on my parents and grandparents mind. They were probably thinking; this 
boy just needs to straighten up and graduate high school.” His desire to go to college was 
sparked by the encouragement of his family seeing him getting recognized by the media playing 
basketball and by having talks with his friends. Wade said,  
Once [my family] started seeing me play basketball and started being in newspapers and 
stuff, I started telling them, “I want to go to college and make noise.” They just jumped 
on the train and ran with it and they started pushing me even more. With friends, a lot of 
times in high school we talked about going to college, you know having fun playing 
basketball, being on TV, girls, you know how that goes. Well, once family started seeing 
me do me, and I started seeing that I’m going to attend college and do that, they just 
jumped on the ship and ran with it. 
Without the encouragement of his family, Wade pictured himself going to college, playing 
basketball and being on television. His parents seemed to become supporters and encouragers for 
him to go to college after they witnessed his basketball skills and the publicity he received in the 
local news media.  
Other participants also credited individuals in their family as influencers of them to 
attend college. However, unlike Wade’s family who seemed to be more encouraging of him 
going to college as an opportunity to play basketball, Bradford, Carter, and William’s family 
seemed to be more encouraging for them to go to college for the education and to better their 
lives. Bradford stated: 
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Going to college was definitely discussed [growing up] because my mom went to college, 
my dad went to college, my grandfather went to college. My grandparents on my 
mother’s side, they worked in factories so they never went to college, but they still 
encouraged me to go to college. It was like something that they look forward to me – 
especially on my mom’s side because I'm the first male, you know, on their side to have 
graduated from college. So, it definitely was a big accomplishment. 
When asked if college was ever discussed while growing up, Carter added:  
Family-wise, yes, they always pushed me to college, like they wanted me to do college; 
they want me to do better. Like my grandma, she always talked about college, because 
she been to college and they say that they want me to get – go to – go wherever I want to 
go. So basically, like going to college is like a heavy push to go where you want to go. 
Although William mentioned that while growing up, many of his friends did not discuss going to 
college, but members of his family did. William was asked if going to college ever discussed and 
who encouraged him to attend. William responded:  
Family, yes. Some of my friends, most of them, I hung around a lot of basketball players 
so they really didn’t look forward to going to college. They just played ball in high 
school and that’s it, but I wanted to go to college myself. But my grandma didn’t finish 
college. She attended [MSHBC]. My grandfather did graduate from [MSHBC]. They 
were always in my ear, “Do the right thing. Get a higher education.” They preached to 
me because I was the first grandchild, so they were like, “Lead by example.” So I’ve 
been trying to do that ever since then. 
William further explains his feelings about having the opportunity to play baseball in college and 
his ultimate reasoning for going to college. He said,  
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Sports did help me – baseball did help me to try and finish and get my degree, but if it 
weren’t for sports I’d probably still go to school just because I’d be the first to get my 
degree in my family. So, I obviously came. 
William’s desire to be the first in his family to get a college degree influenced his decision to go 
to college. His response suggests that having the opportunity to play baseball helped. However, 
for him to be the first in his family (other than his grandfather) to receive a college degree was 
more influential than playing baseball.  
Shelton credits baseball as a major factor in his decision to attend college. While Shelton 
did refer to his mother and father as being encouragers for him to go to college, his parents’ 
perspectives about him attending were vastly different. Shelton described his parents’ 
perspective about him going to college: 
My father, he wanted me to go to college and play baseball because he went to college. 
He was like pretty much the only one in my family to go to college that I know of. My 
mother, she was pretty much telling me, “You are your own man. You make your own 
decision. If you choose to go to college, you choose to go to college. If you choose to 
have work, you choose to have work.” 
Therefore, Shelton did not initially enroll in college immediately after graduating high school. 
Instead, he secured a Commercial Driver’s License (CDL) and spent two years driving semi-
trailer truckers for a freight company. Shelton expressed his reluctance to even go to college after 
being removed from school for more than two years. Shelton stated:  
To be honest, if it wouldn’t have been for baseball, I would never come back to school. I 
feel like I already had my career, so athletics did play a big part of me coming back to 
college. There was a lot of hesitation, a lot of resistance, because I felt like I was already 
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into a career and I was already, you know, pretty much trying to settle down in life. And 
so huh, that pretty much what took on, so that held me back like, “I’m really not sure if I 
want to come back to school. But then again, this is an opportunity to play baseball 
again.” But school wasn’t my first priority, I can pretty much say that. I feel like baseball 
overruled it. So, that kinda helped me and pushed me forward to coming back to school.  
The different perspectives of Shelton’s parents regarding him going to college resulted in him 
making the initial decision to find a job and work after high school. His mother was supportive in 
whatever he chose to do as long as he was able to take care of himself as she thought a man 
should. Therefore, it was ultimately Shelton’s encouragement to think independently and his 
desire to want to simply want to play baseball that led to his decision to attend MSHBC.  
Similar to Shelton, Terrence also did not enroll in college immediately after high school. 
However, Terrence’s way of earning money was not done legally. His decision to attend college 
was largely due to a nearly tragic situation and a favor quested by his father-figure to the coach 
of MSHBC. Terrence describes his path to college after high school graduation: 
I didn’t go straight to school [college]. I went [to college] the 2nd semester of 2011. I 
didn’t like it. Plus, my momma was struggling with her bills. Even though, you know, me 
and her ain’t close, I still had to help her. So, after that, I [left college and] just went to 
the streets. I got a brother that’s in the streets too. I kind of went up under his wing and 
just lived like that. I had a little schedule. The daytime, I’ll be in the Gate [housing 
projects], you know, playing somebody [in basketball] for some money. At that time, I’m 
going to say, my brother would call somebody – we play for $1,000.00 a game. So, I’d be 
playing all day for $1,000.00. Then at a certain point in time, basketball stopped. When 
night time hit, like I had two hours to make some money before I [went to work] – I also 
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started working at FedEx so I had two hours [to make money].  So, it’d go from like – I 
go 8:00[am] to like – I want to say like 6:00[pm]. [Then] I wanna say throughout 
7:00[pm] to 9:00[pm], I was selling weed.  
Terrence admitted to gambling and selling drugs as his primary way of earning money soon after 
he graduated high school. His reasoning was to help his mother out with bills and because it was 
something that came easy to him. Terrence understood his involvement in street life was illegal 
and even dangerous but it was not until a tragic event that almost ended his life that he decided to 
do something differently. Terrence explains:  
The situation that made me change [was] the night of the Yo Gotti concert at [night club] 
before it got closed down. Mane, we got into it with some folks in the club. And when we 
walked outside the club mane, niggas just start shooting at us. And I just so happened to 
trip up and fall. Mane a bullet could have hit me right were my head was at if I hadn't 
fell. And the crazy part about it was that I seen the nigga riding. So, it was the niggas that 
we got into it with [in the club]. They was waiting on us to come up outta there. And that 
was the turning point. Mane, I was like it's over with. So I need to get right or Imma be 
dead out here.  
Terrence’s sister, who he considers to be like a mother, allowed him to come stay with her and 
her husband and they would help him get his life back on the right path. After the night of the 
shooting, Terrence stated: 
I called my sister. She was telling me she’s like my - I just - at that time me and my 
cousin, we had an apartment together. She was just like, “Man, just leave right now and 
just come home, back to the house with us. We got you. We’ll get you in school. We got 
you.” I ended up doing that and that’s when they got me back in school.  
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As a favor, Terrence’s sister’s husband asked the coach at MSHBC was there any chance that he 
could help Terrence out. Terrence was then offered a spot at MSHBC as the basketball team 
manager. Terrence mentioned that, “I had to put my pride to the side because I felt like I was 
better than half of them niggas on the team. I told myself this is just what you go to do.” 
Terrence accepted the offer as team manager because it was a way for him to get out of the street 
life and provided him an opportunity to possibly earn a roster spot the following season and play 
basketball, legally.  
Elton did not mention any of his family members as influencers for him to attend college. 
Elton stated that while growing up, going to college was not even discussed by any of his friends 
or family. For Elton, his high school coach, who he considered to be like a father had also played 
for MSHBC and discussed with him the benefit of going to college and having the opportunity to 
go for free if he played basketball. Elton mentioned, 
My high school coach… He just told me like, he was like some schools want you. He 
was like, some schools want you, so you might [as] well continue to play basketball 
because that’s all you know so that was what made me go to college.   
Elton stated that he made his decision to go to college two weeks before his high school 
graduation. Elton thought he was done playing basketball after high school. He stated, “I was 
going to stop [playing ball] at high school.” When asked what were his plans if he was not going 
to play basketball in college, Elton stated, “I had planned on going to the military.” However, 
Elton’s plans were altered with the influence of his high school coach. Being that his grades and 
ACT score was not sufficient to accept an athletic scholarship, Elton first enrolled and spent one 
semester at a community college before transferring and enrolling at MSHBC.  
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Overlooked. Once participants made the decision to go to college, schools they possibly 
wanted to attend and thought should have been given them an opportunity to play, did not. When 
asked if they thought their level of play accurately reflected their level of college recruitment, six 
out of seven of the participants stated that they felt like their skills were better than the schools 
that had recruited them. Thus, they felt as if they were overlooked regarding their level of 
recruitment by most Division I institutions. The participants’ feelings of being overlooked 
suggests they felt like their level of play and skill set coming out of high school was comparable 
to other student-athletes who were offered athletic scholarships to Division I institutions. None 
of the participants were offered a full athletic scholarship to any Division I institutions. Shelton 
discussed his feelings of being overlooked. He stated that:  
I felt like I was overlooked because to be honest, I was kind of like - and in that time and 
I was like one of the best in the city in baseball. I’ve batted - had been – batting average, 
it was like in upper six, like .680s, and you know, being true from [name of city], and 
especially in baseball, literally in baseball, it doesn’t mean the opportunities is in 
baseball. People feel like [name of city] is not good and known for baseball. No matter 
how good of an athlete you are in baseball, in [name of city] it’s like - it’s kind of hard 
getting recruited, especially at a small school like I was in. 
Shelton credits not growing up in a city not known for producing baseball prospects and by 
attending a small high school as the primary reasons why he was overlooked by Division I 
institutions.  
Bradford also felt like he was overlooked by Division I schools because he grew up in a 
small city. Bradford mentioned, 
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I definitely feel like I was overlooked coming from [name of city] because it’s – the 
opportunity is not as much opportunities coming from [name of city] as we’re so small - a 
small city. So, it’s kind of hard to get out and get seen. Yes, I definitely think I was 
overlooked as if I was coming from a big city with a lot of opportunity and stuff like that. 
While Shelton and Bradford credited the size of their high schools and city in which they were 
located as reasons why they were not recruited accurately, Wade and William faulted their high 
school coaches for them being overlooked and for not being recruited as they thought they 
should. Wade said, “[I] didn’t have the proper people to help me get to certain schools that I 
wanted to get to.” William added, “I didn’t have the coaching in place for me to get seen like I 
was supposed to.”  
Carter was humble about his baseball playing skills in his response, but he still felt like 
he was overlooked in being recruited by Division I schools. Carter mentioned:  
I probably was overlooked. I feel like, yes, I have some stuff to work on, but still I feel 
like when I do look at college games or anything, I feel like I can do the same thing, so – 
anyway, maybe sometimes folks just look over you just from where you stay or what 
school you come from. 
Carter further mentioned that he had no hard feelings about not being recruited by a Division I 
institution. Instead, Carter looked at being given an opportunity to play at MSHBC as a positive 
and stated, “All things happen for a reason. At least my family gets to come to all our home 
games at watch me play.”  
Summary of theme 1. Sports played a significant factor for all but one of the 
aforementioned student-athletes’ decision to attend college. The literature previously mentioned 
in Chapter 2 that, “Athletics is to the Black community what technology is to the Japanese and 
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what oil is to Arabs” (Harris, 1998, p. 3). This analogy, although stereotypical, can be viewed in 
the findings of this theme as relevant. Many of the participants in the study mentioned that if it 
was not for sports, they would have not gone to college. In this regard, sports served as a tool 
that provided an opportunity for the participants to enroll and attain a higher education. 
Additionally, the literature provides evidence that HBCUs have afforded academically 
underprepared African American males access to postsecondary education (Lundy-Wagner & 
Gasman, 2011). Five out of the seven participants received a 17 or lower on the ACT which 
negatively impacted their chances to play at a Division I institution. With the encouragement and 
support of family and loved ones, these participants chose to attend a Division II HBCU because 
it gave them an opportunity to continue doing something they loved to do when other institutions 
did not. Although obtaining a college degree may not have been the primary focus for some of 
the participant’s upon initially enrolling, since becoming a student at MSHBC, all the student-
athletes discussed the motivating factors that impacted their academic persistence.  
Theme 2: Factors Contributing to Academic Persistence 
The participants in this study described different motivating factors that contributed to 
their success and academic persistence. Although many HBCUs struggle to retain male students 
(Harper & Gasman, 2008; Palmer & Strayhorn, 2008), each of the participants in this study were 
progressively persisting through their collegiate careers. Additionally, unlike the existing 
research that identified problems with student-athletes being “clustered” into academic-friendly 
majors for the sake of athletic eligibility (Fountain & Finley, 2009), MSHBC did not seem to 
have such an issue. All but two of the participants’ majors were vastly different. The first factor 
mentioned by several of the student-athletes that contributed to their academic persistence was 
the campus culture of MSHBC. Campus culture consisted of participants’ sense of belonging on 
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campus. Subsequent factors included participants’ connections and interactions with faculty, 
staff and a support system of family and advisors known be members of “the village.” Finally, 
participants’ chosen artifacts are discussed to determine their relevancy and impact on their 
academic persistence.  
Campus culture. The culture and environment at a HBCU can be quite unique. Cooper 
(2013) mentioned that HBCUs operate under the guidance of culturally empowering missions 
which are designed to address the educational and sociocultural needs of African American 
students. Additionally, faculty and administrators that work at HBCUs tend to establish nurturing 
interpersonal relationships with their students and some even become mentors. Many of the 
participants in this study expressed their overall satisfaction being a student and a student-athlete 
at MSHBC. A recurring factor that was mentioned by most of the athletes pertained to the 
environment and how easy it was to make connections with people.  
When asked how was the campus environment at MSHBC, Bradford stated, “Just the 
family type of environment and how alumni can have a big impact on the school and things that 
go on at the school and helping out other people and things like that.” Bradford’s comment 
supports the literature that HBCUs provide a sense of belonging to its students (Ponder, 2006). 
Carter’s response was similar to Bradford’s comment in regard to the culture of MSHBC 
resembling a family. Carter stated:  
Like you know how other schools it’s like their programs are probably way better than 
here. It’s like it’s better than ours, but it’s still like we have more like kind of like 
chemistry more like a family type. We’re all close-knit here. Not just the baseball or 
basketball team, the whole school. I feel like you got people here that you just – people 
like us, Black people. Like you just feel like - just like people are working on your side, 
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like they’re trying to push you there – instead of just trying and get yo money or just 
saying, “Well, I can’t do nothing for you or anything.” Like they try to help.  
Carter’s response suggests he not only felt a sense of belonging, but that he also established a 
sense of trust. Carter specifically points out a group of people he considered to be working on his 
behalf to make sure he succeeded; A group that he personally identified with—Black people. 
Ponder (2006) stated that the interaction between Black students and Black faculty and staff 
enable students to “feel within their element” (p. 113).  
William also made a comparison between MSHBC and another type of institution and 
how he thought he would be viewed at a Predominately White Institution (PWI). William said,  
I believe if I was at PWI, I’d be overlooked [as a student]. But here [at MSHBC] it’s like 
you get more hands-on attention. Once people [faculty and staff] develop a mindset that 
you are the type of person who wants to succeed, no matter what, they’re more willing to 
help and put you in those types of positions.  
Both Carter’s and William’s comparison of MSHBC to other schools imply that MSHBC was 
better suited for them to feel within their element. Terrence also casually compares MSHBC to 
another institution and stated, “You get a lot of help [here]. More help than you probably would 
get if you went somewhere else.” To elaborate further on the campus environment at MSHBC, 
Wade stated:  
The overall environment at MSHBC was somewhat lovely, you know. Professors pushed 
you but they showed love and worked with you, you know. If you goin go in there and be 
about yo business, you know, joke but be serious and have fun and show what you love 
to do, and then the instructors and staff, once they just see yo glow and happiness, they 
love you and learn your name. Well, for me, I was just always laughing and joking but 
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still about my business, so they were willing to help me out and show love. But 
sometimes at HBCU institution they just show love anyway.  
In response to being asked to share his thoughts about MSHBC’s culture and if the culture had 
impacted his academic persistence, Shelton stated:  
I feel like at MSHBC, you can focus more here because there’s not a lot going on, you 
know. But if you had like a bigger school like [Mid-South Division-I], there are a lot of 
distractions. Here in MSHBC, I feel like we don’t have many distractions. Another thing 
we have here is we have African-American history class. So, we learn a lot about our 
history and you learn a lot about your peers. I feel like we embrace our culture more over 
here. So, I like that about it.  
It is common for HBCUs to offer culturally relevant classes in honor of prominent African 
American leaders from the past. The mandatory African American history classes that all 
MSHBC students must take seem to be a part of the curriculum that Shelton appreciated. 
Unlike Black students who enroll at a predominately White institution, Black students 
attending HBCUs do not have to try as hard to fit in. The feelings shared by the participants 
about the culture at MSHBC seemed to allow them to be their authentic selves. Not only could 
they be themselves, but mandatory courses in African American history encouraged them to 
embrace who they were and where they came from. The responses of the participants support 
Allen’s et al. (2007) suggestion that because the faculty and administrators are so committed to 
fostering the development of African American students, HBCUs are more successful in their 
efforts to retain African American students than predominately White institutions (PWIs). 
Lundy-Wagner and Gasman (2011) assert that such success can also be attributable to the small 
class sizes and low student-teacher ratios. There are multiple individuals and factors that make 
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up the campus culture of MSHBC that influence students’ academic persistence. The collection 
of the individuals that make up the campus community can be referred to as “The village.”  
The “village”. A village is a self-contained district or community within a larger city, 
town, or area in which people reside. The saying, “It takes a village to raise a child,” is an adage 
that refers to a group of adults living in a village or community working individually but 
collectively to ensure the safety, well-being, and development of the children in the community. 
The village in this study comprised of MSHBC’s faculty, staff, administrators, coaches, alumni, 
family members, friends, and supporters. Even though student-athletes are reported to graduate 
at higher rates than their non-athletic peers, Davis (2006) stated that “at HBCUs, it takes the 
entire institutional family to produce competent graduates. The administration, faculty, staff, 
alumni, and community people who take a personal interest in the student act as an extended 
family” (p. 44).  
Terrence discussed his interaction with an advisor that he considered to be instrumental 
in his persistence at MSHBC. Terrence said,  
I talk to my advisor almost every two to three days. She helped me a lot. Like this is one 
of the people in my corner, for real. She helped me a lot. I mean really helped me a lot 
since I got here. I remember one time, she made out a list of the jobs. Like we just made a 
list like of fitting jobs. We just sat down and talked. She was seeing where my head was 
at on different types of jobs. As we was talking, she was just marking off the list without 
me even knowing what she was marking off. So, then we got down from like 50 [jobs] to 
like five jobs. And she was like, “These jobs are going to be best to fit you.” 
The conversation that Terrence described between him and his advisor seemed to be very 
beneficial for him to have a sense of what type of jobs were best for him. Additionally, Carter’s 
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mentioning that he speaks to his advisor “almost every two to three days,” implies that he has 
established a relationship that is deep and nurturing.  
Carter also established a connection with a faculty member that served in a dual role as 
faculty and advisor. Carter mentioned that in one semester, “I probably talked to him probably 
like five times.” When asked what type of conversations him and his professor/advisor had, he 
stated:  
Like one time I had to talk to my professor. It was like he was making me like – he really 
was telling me how like accountants and how much money they make, and how much 
they make in a year and, all that. And I was just like, I could be well-off with that. And 
like with some of that stuff like they will talk about, it’s all different types of accountants 
and like every level, yo figures go up. So, I’m like – Cause my grandma, she an account 
for [Company] and I was like – she’s well-off. So, I know like I’ll be fine with just 
making whatever it is she make.  
The connection between Carter and his faculty/advisor did not seem to be as deep as the 
connection Terrence had with his advisor. This is based solely on the number of times Carter 
mentioned he had met or talked to his advisor. However, because Carter made the effort to have 
a conversation with his professor/advisor about jobs associated with his major can be considered 
commendable. As a faculty member, making himself available to meet and to discuss career 
opportunities with Carter fulfills his obligation and role as a member of the village to ensure 
Carter’s persistence.  
William also established had a close relationship with a faculty member on campus that 
just so happened to be fraternity brothers. In fact, William’s relationship with the faculty member 
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was strengthen by their connection as fraternity brothers. The connection resulted in the faculty 
member becoming William’s mentor. William said,  
Just the fact that my mentor is the Department Chair of Education, and he’s my frat 
brother, and that’s what I’m majoring in, so [Laughter] we talk pretty often. It’s not 
always about school, sometimes we just talk about life stuff. I remember when I had a lil 
situation with a female and he was the person I called on and we just had a sit down 
[conversation]. He supported me my whole path to education, still does.  
William also explained how other professors that he was not as close to encouraged him to do 
well academically even simply because they knew of him and by him being on the baseball team. 
William stated:   
As far as other people on campus, I speak to all the staff almost every day. I got a great 
bond with the staff here at MSHBC. They always ask me how them grades, “Are you 
about to graduate, how your GPA, what you got planned?” So, I keep the communication 
line going with them. They knowing that I’m an athlete, teachers were like “Come on, 
you got to do this [get good grades] to play ball.” You know, it motivated me. They 
inspired me with the thing that I love the most to get something that I actually need. So, 
it’s a working wheel, that’s what I called it.  
Williams comment that, “I speak to all the staff almost every day,” is an example of multiple 
people in the village taking responsibility to assist in his academic persistence. Even though 
William identified one particular person as his fraternity brother and mentor, it was the other 
people in the village that casually inquired about his future and current grades that motivated him 
to do well.  
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All but one of the participants expressed their positive and consistent interactions with 
faculty and staff members on campus. Elton was the only participant that stated, “I never talk to 
them. I don’t say not a word to none of the professors.” When asked why, his response was, “I 
just go in there and sit down. Do what they ask if they ask us to do something. When it’s time to 
go out, I just go.” Despite Elton’s lack of connection to any faculty member, he mentioned 
another person in the “village” that impacted his academic persistence. He said,  
Mane, coach be standing outside the door whenever I come out of class. He be trying to 
make sure I’m there. I be seeing him standing at the door or something making sure I’m 
paying attention, cuz he know I’ll go in there, sit down and go to sleep. 
Per Elton’s response, the MSHBC basketball coach seemed to be a part of the village that did his 
part to ensure the academic persistence of his players. Carter also mentioned, “even when 
basketball wasn’t going right, Coach would still stay on me about school. I never understood it, 
but now I do and I graduated.” While Elton mentioned that his coach held him academically 
accountable, he later mentioned that he only had one true supporter. Elton said,  
I only have one supporter, that’s my mom. Every time I walk home, walk in the door and 
say, “I’m about to quit school,” she’d tell me, “Keep going. You’re the only son I have 
that might graduate from college.” So, that makes me come back.  
As previously mentioned, the “village” consists of many different people, including family 
members. Therefore, the village is not limited to just the individuals that worked on MSHBC’s 
campus.  
Other participants shared their perspectives on how family influenced their academic 
persistence. Wade mentioned that by him being the eldest among his siblings, he received a lot of 
support and encouragement from his mother and grandmother to lead by example. Carter stated 
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that, “My mom always pushed me and say she doesn’t want me to be like her because she never 
finished college and to do better than her.” Terrence expressed how his sister has been influential 
to him, even on bad days. He said,  
My sister and her husband who I stay with, they really big on school. So, this was what’s 
really had pushing me to keep on, keep on. But I’m not going to lie, there’s been a couple 
of times I’m like – excuse my language, but I’m like, “Fuck school.” But, I sit down, I 
talk to them and they tell me, “Man, you’re going to need this in life,” this, that, and so 
forth. So, I just bunker down and go do what I’ve got to do, and now I’m almost out.  
The participants’ relationships with their family proved to be a definite influencer of academic 
persistence for all most all the student-athletes in this study. Shelton was the only participant that 
did not mention anything regarding family. Regarding faculty, Shelton did mention, “There are a 
couple professors here that I talk with a daily that kind of help me.” Ironically, Shelton 
mentioned that I had been his best mentor that influenced his academic persistence. Shelton 
stated:  
To be honest, you was a pretty good mentor for me. You, know – me and you, we kind of 
- when I met you, I mean you sat down and we talked a lot. So yes, I felt like you're my 
mentor. I’d call you when to had a problem, call you when to need this done, or need that, 
or if I needed anything. Then you just checked in on me from time to time and always 
asked how my grades was and stuff. So yea, I felt like you were the best mentor for me. 
Shelton and I met and established a relationship during the implementation of the Life Skills 
program that I coordinated in the Fall 2016 semester. He mentioned to me in 2014 that he did not 
have a mentor and that he did not even know how to go about getting from. From that point, I 
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took it upon myself to develop a relationship with Shelton and to be a resource for him 
throughout this academic journey.  
In addition to the individuals that make up the “village,” there can also be valuable 
physical objects that belong to the individuals in the village. While such objects may not be 
valuable outside of the village, they can be priceless to the individuals it belongs to within the 
village. The next section reveals the physical artifacts that belonged to the participants and that 
they described as motivating factors that contributed to their academic persistence.  
Participant artifacts. Participants were asked to identify and bring an artifact that they 
considered to be a representation of their culture or something that has contributed to their 
academic persistence at MSHBC. The participants had no limitations or restrictions on their 
artifact. Each participant was simply asked to describe their chosen artifact and why they 
considered it to be influential to their academic persistence. Table 11 provides a summary of 
each participants’ chosen artifact and the significant value it added to their lives. The findings 
following Table 11 unveils why the participants chose their artifacts.  
Table 11 
Summary of Participant Artifacts 
Participant Artifact Significance 
Wade Holy Bible Christian faith 
Bradford Obituary of relative Emotional, spiritual connection 
Elton Inscribed military-type dog tags Motivation for haters 
Terrence Picture of him and deceased father 
Emotional, psychological 
connection 
William Baseball glove Access to college 
Shelton Poster of Buster Douglas (boxer) 
Motivation, being the “under-
dog” 




Wade’s artifact was the King James version of the Holy Bible. He discussed his faith in 
God and disclosed how such faith was instilled in him. Wade said,  
This [Bible] was given to me by my grandma when I was like in high school, like the 10th 
or 11th grade or something. I’m a Christian and my parents raised me to have faith in 
God. So, you know, I know I’m blessed cuz I know I could be doing a lot worse. I just 
graduated and I’m just blessed.  
When asked how often he reads the Bible, Wade stated, “To be honest, not a whole lot. Not like I 
should. I know I should do better. I read a verse or two every now and then though for like 
motivation and stuff.” The Bible is a cherished object by many Christians; as it is a collection of 
scriptures that provides instructions and guidance on how to live according to God’s commands. 
Wade’s selection of the Bible as his artifact suggests that he believes his life as purpose and that 
by obeying God’s order, he will fulfill his predetermined destiny.  
 Bradford chose to bring in an obituary and a picture of a deceased relative. When asked 
why he chose to bring them and how they influenced his academic persistence, he stated: 
Well, these are two of my lil cousins. They both passed away at a young age. These were 
my first cousins too, so we were real close. They looked up to me and my aunties would 
always tell me that they would be asking about me and how I’m doing in school. Cuz you 
know they were back home in [name of city]. Mane, it really hit me hard when they died 
though. I kinda fell off with my grades, wasn’t eating right, you know. But I know they 
would have wanted me to do good, so I just keep this as a reminder as to why I’m doing 
what I’m doing.  
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Throughout Bradford’s response, he got emotional and seemed to have held back tears. Although 
no tears were shed, it was obvious that his two cousins meant a lot to him. In closing, Bradford 
said, “I know they are watching over me, so I just want to keep making them proud of me.”  
 Elton’s chosen artifact was a set of military dog tags. I had witnessed Elton wear the dog 
tags on numerous occasions but it took him to explain their significance. He said,  
These dog tags say, “Don’t let people make you feel bad for wanting to be better.” I don’t 
know where I first heard that from, but wherever I heard it, I liked it, so I used it. You 
know, this lil saying says a lot to me. It’s like for all the haters out there, you know that 
be trying to put you down and make you feel bad and stuff, and all you be trying to do is 
do you and do better. So, for me, I just wear it as like motivation. I’m here in school 
trying be about something and folks steady be trying to come at you sideways. So, I just 
keep doing me and let em hate.  
Elton’s motivation came from a saying that he heard from somewhere that he could not 
remember. The dog tags were not as symbolic as the phase that he got inscribed on the dog tags. 
The actual dog tags were more of a fashion statement. Still, Elton found motivation in the phrase 
that he thought it was worth getting inscribed on the dog tags: Dog tags that Elton says, “I wear 
these every day. I only take em off to hoop.”  
Terrence’s artifact also pertained to a deceased relative. Terrence’s father passed when he 
was eleven years old due to sickle cell disease. Terrence brought a picture of him and his father 
and explains how much influence the picture has on academic persistence as well as life:  
This is the last picture I ever took with my pops before he died. This one is just copy that 
I had made, I think at Walgreens or something, a few years ago. I just keep this one 
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folded up in my wallet so I take it wherever I go. The original one [picture] is in a frame 
at the house.  
Terrence lived with his father prior to his passing. Thereafter, he stayed with his cousin who 
legally adopted him and became his guardian. Terrence still reflects on the close relationship he 
had with his father and said the reason he keeps a picture of him in his wallet is because, “I just 
keep him with me wherever I go. You know, it’s like he watches over me.”  
William chose his baseball glove as his artifact. William is a very intellectual person and 
his initial response to why he chose his baseball glove was, “As I go through life, sometimes I 
have to catch myself so my baseball glove rides with me everywhere I go so that I can remind 
myself of that.” After a brief laugh, William goes on to say: 
But for real, I mean, baseball provided me this opportunity to even come to college. I 
might have still been in college without baseball, but baseball has always provided – like 
a consistent thing for me to do and work towards. So, like I know in order to play, I had 
to keep my grades up, so for me, it’s just been that thing that has always been my reward 
for handling my business in the classroom.  
Being provided the opportunity to attend college to students who are academically underprepared 
is common for many HBCUs. As previously mentioned in the literature, the practice of admitting 
students regardless of academic readiness, pre-college test scores (ACT and SAT), or 
socioeconomic status has continued and is noticeable in HBCU admissions criteria (Palmer & 
Gasman, 2008). William graduated high school but his highest ACT score was a 14. Therefore, 
the baseball team at MSHBC provided him an opportunity for postsecondary education that 
might have otherwise been impossible.  
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Shelton brought an autographed poster of Buster Douglas in a boxing match against Mike 
Tyson. Buster Douglas was an African American heavy weight boxer who competed as a 
professional between 1981 to 1990 and 1996 to 1999. The poster was mass produced so the 
actual autograph was a replica of Buster Douglass’ real signature. However, that did not seem to 
matter that much to Shelton. The story behind the fight is what Shelton admired. He explained:  
I picked Buster Douglas against Mike Tyson because of the story that goes with this 
fight. Buster Douglas’ mother told the world that her son was gonna beat Mike Tyson and 
two days before the fight his mother died. Buster Douglas had a choice to make – to 
either fight or let his legacy die with his mother. But here’s why it was bigger than that. 
So, during the fight, Buster Douglas was knocked down by Mike Tyson but the bell 
saved Buster from being knocked out. Then the next round, Mike Tyson come out 
attacking him but Buster Douglas fought back, knocked out Mike Tyson, and won. And 
no one had ever go up from a Mike Tyson knock out.  
Tyson, at the time, was the Heavyweight Boxing Champion of the world. Buster Douglas was a 
42-to-1 underdog but ultimately claimed the victory. Shelton expressed that:  
I feel like I’m the underdog. Like everybody counted me out, especially when I was 
down, they counted me out. But I’m a fighter, you know. Imma get back up like Buster 
Douglass and show em something and Imma knock they ass out. Not literally knock em 
out [Laughter], but you know what I mean. I’m goin win the fight. 
The resiliency that Shelton expressed in his determination to “win the fight,” is symbolic of him 
winning in life and succeeding even when faced with adversity. Shelton’s mindset supports the 
literature that suggests students’ ambitions and self-confident is elevated at HBCUs and that they 
have higher academic aspirations than their counterparts at PWIs (Allen, 1992; Ponder, 2006). 
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The last participant, Carter, brought in a picture of him and his family. Carter’s responses 
throughout his individual interview and his responses during the focus group was largely focused 
on his family. Carter explained why he chose a family picture as his artifact:  
Well, for me, it’s like family is everything. Like my mother – she is like my everything. 
She just like push me to be better than her and she’s like always taken care of me. Then 
my dad, he’s like pretty much the same. He didn’t finish college either, so he like tell me 
to make sure I’m getting my education. Then you got my grandma. She went to college 
and like she graduated. So, like I’m trying to be like her. And like she an accountant so 
she’s like well off. So, like we’re all just very close. I know like – it’s nothing they 
wouldn’t do for me, so like I just try to make them proud of me.  
Carter’s response implies that his reason for successfully persisting in his academic studies is to 
make his family proud of him. The picture that he and his family were on was not professionally 
photographed. It was actually a self-portrait, or “selfie,” taken by Carter himself while they were 
at a ballgame. Therefore, the actual picture did not seem to be as important to Carter as the 
people in the picture—his family.  
Summary of theme 2. Serval implicating factors were revealed to have some type of 
impact on each the participant’s academic persistence. While some of the participants identified 
specific individuals on campus that they considered their primary influencers, the appreciation of 
family-like campus culture was consistent amongst everyone. The literature mentions that such 
environments and cultures can be established at many HBCUs simply because of the small 
campus sizes and enrollment. MSHBC’s total enrollment for the 2015-2016 academic year was 
959 with a student-faculty ratio of 1 to 16. Average class size in the same year was between 12-
15. Participants, therefore felt like they mattered. There was a sense of belonging amongst the 
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participants and a sense that the faculty member cared about them simply because the professors 
knew them, had time to meet with them, and had conversations with them. Additionally, the 
participants’ artifacts revealed alternative and deeper perspectives regarding their successful 
academic persistence. Without the influence of others or without a campus culture that created a 
sense of belonging, many of the participants might not be progressively persisting to graduation. 
If their academic persistence was independently determined, many of the participants would not 
be on the path to graduation because obtaining a college degree was valued a lot differently by 
each of them.  
Theme 3: The Value of a College Degree 
The participants expressed different emotions about the value and benefit of obtaining a 
college degree. Terrence, Elton, and Bradford were the only three participants that believed 
obtaining a college degree was necessary in their professional careers. Both Terrence and Elton 
were Criminal Justice majors and had desires to become Probation Officers. Elton stated, “I feel 
like if I have [a] college education, it will be easier for me to get there [a job] instead of just 
trying to apply for it [without an education].” Terrence gave an example and referenced the 
difference in salary he could earn if he were to obtain a job with and without a degree. He said, 
“Without a degree, I can go in and be making - just make up some numbers - like 20 a year. With 
a degree, I can go in and make 40 a year. So, it’s better off to go in with that degree.” Bradford, a 
recent graduate (May 2017) shared his feelings about college by stating: 
I do feel that college is necessary because it just gives you a different type of mindset to 
be able to sit in a class-type of environment which would be like work-type of 
environment once you get in the real world. I definitely feel that it’s necessary. It changes 
what your thought process is in, and your ways of thinking and doing things. 
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Each of the abovementioned participants saw value in completing a college degree. Elton 
recognized that by having a degree, his chances of securing a job would be higher. Terrence 
referred to salary by stating that he could make more money if he had a degree. Lastly, 
Bradford’s feelings about college was more intrinsic as he compared succeeding in a structured 
classroom environment to a work environment. The perspectives that college is necessary and 
the connections made by the participants between college and career are encouraging and 
provide hope that more African American male student-athletes will see the value in obtaining a 
college degree.  
Wade, however, was the only participant who was somewhat uncertain regarding his 
feelings about college and if it was necessary for a professional career. He mentioned:  
For most careers, I think college is necessary. Now, there’s a few people out there that – I 
don’t know if they just lucked up or just paid attention in high school that are very rich 
and successful without going to college. But for most professionals now, you need some 
type of college degree. For some people, you know, [they] get put it in the door and just 
know how to work with it and end up being successful. So, for some people, naw, I don’t 
think it’s [college] not necessary.  
Wade referenced individuals who had become successful without a college degree but he was not 
sure how to explain how they reached a certain level of success. He asserted that certain 
individuals who did not receive a college degree were simply fortunate and lucky for being 
successful. Because Wade was one of the two recent graduates in the study (May 2017), he was 
asked to describe what he thought he would be doing presently if he had not made the decision to 
go to college. Wade further stated:  
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I’d probably be somewhere working. Probably have say a more better car, maybe - or 
apartment, probably. But probably the only thing being mature about that is paying bills. 
The whole college experience or having to stay up late, do work or rushing to doing this 
and that and going to practice and time management and patience or wanting to do 
something you love and gotta be held back and all that, I’d say it make me who I am 
now. I’d probably be softer [if I didn’t go to college]. I wouldn’t be as tough as I am now 
if I wouldn’t have came to college I’ll say that. 
Wade’s reference that going to college made him tough, refers to his mental toughness. This 
reference indicates that Wade made a positive connection between completing his college degree 
and his personal growth. Other participants, however, did not so much agreement.  
William, Carter, and Shelton were amongst the three participants that did not feel that 
college was necessary to do whatever it was that they aspired to do in life. Although William 
stated that he personally did not think college was necessary, he did speak on his belief that 
knowledge is power. He stated: 
There’s a lot of ways around anything you want to do, so no, I don’t think it’s [college] 
necessary. But I think it [college] can give you an extra push or an extra gain over the 
next person that didn’t go to college, because like I said, people say education is power, it 
is. The more you know, the better. 
William’s perspective is unique because although he did not think college was necessary, his 
remarks asserted that he did see the value in education. He continues by saying,  
Even going [to college] to know more people, the better. So, college gives that education. 
And people if you’re chasing it [success] the hard way, I’d say as in a hard way, you’re 
going to go to trade or just working in and out jobs. You can do it and be successful, but 
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it’s just harder. It’s a lot of time. You’re putting a whole lot of time doing in and out jobs. 
The only reason I speak upon that because when I did get put out of school, that’s what I 
did. I worked and I worked. All I did was work and slept. I was saving so much money 
because I couldn’t spend it. I was sleeping all the time. So, to some people I could have 
been looked at as being successful because I had money. But to me, I was just working.  
Carter added his feelings about how he thought college was “not really” necessary. He said,  
It might have some like things you can probably pick up on like in college that you can 
use. Like it probably like get you ready to do your career that you’re trying to do. It’s like 
when you get outta high school like some folks probably can do what you’re trying to do 
without college. But it’s like college – I feel like it’s getting you prepared to do it, like 
giving you all what you need and stuff. But sometimes folks already know what they 
want to do, so it [college] ain’t really needed.  
Carter’s feelings about college stems from individuals he knows personally that attended or 
graduated college but still did not know what career they wanted or did not seem to have a better 
life post-graduation. He added:  
In my family, some of them been to college and they still don’t know what to do, or like 
it wasn’t helping them. So sometimes college can just feel like it’s a waste of time if you 
still don’t know what to do or if it don’t help you out. 
Due to his personal connections with people that have not benefited by going to college, Carter’s 
belief that college is not necessary can be validated. Thus, his reasoning for even attending 
college, besides having the opportunity to play baseball, seemed to be more for the satisfaction 
of his family members.  
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Shelton was by far the most outspoken participant to express his displeasure in the 
college curriculum and the lack of preparedness he felt like he has received by being in college. 
Shelton explains:  
This is an honest answer, no! I feel like college – to be honest, my philosophy of college 
is that I’m wasting time here. I’m a business major, why do I need physical science or 
chemistry? You see what I'm saying? What does that class do for me besides you come 
and get a headache trying to learn the science? Just felt like a lot of classes shouldn’t 
matter. Like what I need to know what would x squared plus b squared equals C for? Like 
why does that matter? Like, I’m not going to need it ever again in life. Like I do 
understand you're teaching me how to count and read and write. Those are the basics; 
that’s what I need to know. But as far as calculus and algebraic equations, I can’t even 
see it, like…Why? 
One may think because of Shelton’s feelings that college is a waste of time that he was not an 
academically gifted student. On the contrary, Shelton has shown consistent academic persistence 
and has maintained above a 3.0 grade point average. Shelton goes on to explain how he thought 
college should be structured:  
I feel like college should be full of interns[hips]. That’s how you learn. You learn it 
hands-on. I mean like we’re just sitting in the classroom and we can have books but we 
constantly doing it over and over. I feel like I’m learning in a warehouse here. Like I’m 
just sitting here in one spot, not doing nothing. I could listen to a teacher talk but I’m 
really not learning like, you know, just because when she say you go and learn, don’t 
mean Imma learn because she’s saying it. I want you to show me this. Just like if I’m 
taking an accounting class, you can tell me about all these different equations I need to 
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do, and all this paperwork. But I want to go to an accounting firm, like we need to go 
there and I can see how it’s done. I can see how they generate money. See how they're 
doing this, see how they're doing that. That’s how I want to learn.  
Shelton’s continues by discussing his feelings on what type of classes he thinks students in 
college should be taking:  
 I feel like they should implement actually more serious classes. There a lot of 
unnecessary classes. My major being this [Business], what do I need to take physical 
science for, like you just – I don’t know. I just feel like it’s dumb. You should take out a 
lot of those classes and implement a class that actually means something. Like your Life 
Skills class. I actually liked to come to that class because I feel like I’m learning 
something real that I can use. You taught me how to do an elevator speech. In none of my 
classes I never learned something like that. That’s what you need. More serious real-life 
classes. 
Shelton’s continuous expressions of displeasure about college not being structured in a 
compelling or practical way, warrants something to think about amongst educators and 
practitioners. While Palmer et al. (2009) identify lack of financial aid and problems at home as 
factors that negatively impact persistence for African American men in college, students who are 
unable to find relevancy in the curriculum may also be at risk to attrition. One would think that 
because the participants in this study were all student-athletes, and student-athletes are reported 
to have higher graduation rates than their non-athletic peers (NCAA, 2014), each of them were 
positively persisting and could see graduation in their near future.  
 Graduation. Despite the mixed perspectives of the participants about college, all the 
participants expressed their goal to finish what they started—complete a college degree. For 
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some participants, graduating was simply to finish what they had started. For others, completing 
a college degree was to make other people proud of their accomplishments. When asked about 
how important it was for him to complete his college degree, Terrence stated:  
It’s very important. Mane, I’ve been in here four years, I’m going to get this degree. I’ve 
been here, I’ve dealt with these teachers, I’m dealing with one now I’m in summer 
school. But yea it is very important. I don’t want to start something without finishing. 
[For] a lot of people, it’s easy to just say, “I’m done with it.”  It’s either “Too hard” or “I 
don’t want to take the rocky road.  I’m just going to quit and I’ll pick up something 
different.”  
When asked how he developed such a “no quitter” mentality, Terrence said,  
It’s just me.  It’s how I grew up. Quitter’s don’t – quitters ain’t - excuse my language, but 
“Quitters ain’t shit.” It took me too much to get here. I’m not going to stop because 
basketball will stop. Plus, I’ve got a whole little girl so no, ain’t no quitting in me.  
Terrence refers to his upbringing as to why he had no plans on quitting school and that he was 
going complete his degree because it was something that he started. His quote that “Quitters ain’t 
shit,” implies that people who gave up on things they started were weak or worthless. Not 
wanting to be considered a quitter for himself nor in the eyes of his daughter, Terrence as 
positioned himself to graduate in the May 2018.  
Carter’s quest to graduate was more extrinsically motivating. As previously mentioned, 
Carter did not feel that college was necessary because individuals close to him had attended but 
had not benefitted from going to college. Carter was also asked how important it was for him to 
receive his college degree. He replied,  
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It’s kind of important but not to the extent of like I got to have it. I mean I’ve got to have 
it because there’s no one – like I’m the only one – like in my generation in my family, 
I’m like the first one that’s going to graduate or end up graduating. So, like I’m a finish 
just for my family and to make them proud. But, other than that it’s really not important 
to me.  
Regardless of Carter’s non-enthusiastic attitude toward completing his college degree for 
himself, there was no doubt in his belief that he will finish. When asked about his plans for the 
future, his initial response was, “In the next two years, I will graduate.”  
 Shelton shared somewhat similar thoughts about getting his degree as Carter. Not only 
was it difficult for him to find relevancy in the curriculum, but Shelton also understood that 
getting his degree did not necessary guarantee him a job in the field of business. Shelton’s 
thoughts about completing his degree were as followed:  
To be honest, a degree is cool to have but then what? You feel what I’m saying? So…I’m 
mean I’m a get it, no doubt, because I’m almost finished. But if I had two years left of 
school thought, I’d probably never came back. But since I have one year left [Laughter] 
I’m going to collect these two lil checks and this piece of paper and be done with it. You 
know what I’m saying. That’s just honest. If it was 2 years left, it’s over with, I’d be 
through [Laughter].  
Being that Shelton did not particularly find relevancy or use in the college curriculum, his focus 
has seemed to be just to simply graduate as quickly as possible. Unlike Carter, however, Shelton 
did not mention earning his degree for the satisfaction of anyone else. Being that he had invested 
the last four years going to classes, he felt as if it would be a complete waste if he did not receive 
the degree in which he has sacrificed so much for.  
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 Elton also did not have much to say about how important it was for him personally to 
obtain his college degree. He did mention that he had planned to finish and he understood the 
value in getting a degree to become a probation officer. However, it was obvious that securing a 
degree was not his primary focus or reason for going to college. When asked, Elton stated that, 
“If it weren’t for sports I wouldn’t even be here. If I don’t play basketball I wouldn’t be in 
school, so I might as well finish as long as I’m here.”  
The two recent graduates, Bradford and Wade, along with William all shared their 
perspectives about the importance of having recently completed and being close to completing 
their college degrees. Bradford stated:  
It was very important for me [to graduate] because I know it’ll open up a lot of avenues, 
and it’s very satisfying when you look back and realize all the work you put in, all the 
years you put in, and you finally get something out of it. I’d say like that. 
Wade echoed those sentiments by stating:  
It was important because that’s the main reason you come to college, you know, to get 
your college degree for a better opportunity to succeed in life. Now that I’ve got it, I done 
had a few job interviews, you know. It’s just better to say and to have.  
Lastly, William reiterated his belief that knowledge was power. He mentioned that was not going 
to stop pursuing his college degree despite is feelings that a college degree is not necessary for 
success. When asked how important was it for him to get his college degree, William responded:  
I think it’s very important. Knowledge is power. They can’t take it away from you. You 
can lose any part of your body but – I mean your brain might be the last to go, pretty 
much, so education is very important. 
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William was the only participant that felt like college was not necessary for a person to be 
success. However, he was adamant about him completing his degree and believed it would be 
beneficial for him in the future.  
Summary of theme 3. The data revealed that some of the participants felt like college 
was necessary while some participants were unsure on how they felt about college. Others felt 
like the college curriculum was a waste of time and wanted classes that they believed to be more 
applicable to their academic major. The participants that could link their desired careers to their 
education (e.g., Terrence, Elton, Wade, William, and Bradford) seemed to value getting their 
college degrees more than those who were unable to make a meaningful connection. The 
participants that were either pursuing their degrees for the satisfaction of others (e.g. Carter and 
Shelton) or just for the sake of having a degree, did not value the college degree as much. 
Regardless of how much the participants valued or thought getting a college degree was 
important, all the participants expressed a strong commitment to graduating. Even though the 
participants expressed their goal to complete their college degree, most them intended to use 
their degree as a secondary, or backup, plan to their primary plan—which was to become a 
professional athlete.  
Theme 4: Aspirations to Become a Professional Athlete 
The dream of so many Black males to become professional athletes is a problem that 
limits the social and economic advancement of the Black race (Beamon & Messer, 2014; Smith, 
2007). Although the chances of becoming a professional athlete is extremely limited, several 
Black males, including those in this study, still maintain the desire to accomplish a dream that 
often begun has a child and developed into a passion. This theme reveals which of the 
participants had a goal to become a professional athlete, followed by their confidence in their 
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chances of making it, and the length in which they were willing to pursue their professional 
athlete dreams. Lastly, this theme discloses the participants’ career self-efficacy to secure a 
position other than sports and discusses how/if such confidence was developed.  
A dream. The first question posed to the student-athletes in this study was if becoming a 
professional athlete was ever a dream of theirs. All the participants stated that becoming a 
professional athlete was a dream of theirs and some mentioned that the dream was still alive. 
William said, “I still have the dream, and it’s burning inside of me.” Terrence added, “Yes, it’s 
no doubt about it that I still have the dream.” Wade, Bradford, and Elton stated that they did not 
think having the dream to become a professional athlete would ever stop. Bradford stated, “No. I 
don’t think – it [dream] will ever stop. Even if I say that I don’t dream it, I would still try to work 
toward that because some opportunity may come up and I want to be prepared for it.” Bradford 
further added, “That just by me going to school and furthering my education, that doesn’t mean 
that I can't still pursue my dream of going pro.”  
Although all the participants confirmed that becoming a professional athlete was a dream 
of theirs and a few mentioned that it still was, the extent to which each of them were willing to 
pursue their dream differed. When asked how long was he willing to pursue his dream of going 
pro, Wade said, 
Until I can’t play basketball no more. At first, my dream was NFL because I played 
football a lot way up to ninth grade, but once I started hooping and falling in love with 
basketball and people just started saying, “Once you work hard, you can get whatever 
you want.” I took it and ran with it and most people that know me, they know I’m not 
going to stop working hard. 
 
126 
Even though Wade is a recent college graduate, his statement that he is willing to pursue his 
dream “Until I can’t play basketball no more,” confirmed his dedication and how committed he 
was to pursue his dream of becoming a professional athlete. Additionally, the encouragement of 
others who told Wade that, “Once you work hard, you can get whatever you want,” seemed to 
directly influence his perspective that if he worked hard enough, that ultimately his dream would 
come true. Others discussed the length in which they were willing to pursue their dreams of 
going pro. William said:  
Next year, if don’t get drafted in my last year of baseball, I plan on going out the country 
and play baseball for at least two years, just to see if it will work out. That would be my 
last, I guess, effort to try to make it to the pros, last go around the baseball. 
Terrence discussed the length in which he was willing to pursue becoming a professional athlete 
and stated:  
I’m being realistic. I graduate next year. We got the whole summer. I give it like two, 
maybe three years at the max. You know what I’m saying? If it don’t happen, then it just 
don’t happen. I just don’t want to be like, mane I wish I would’ve tried. If I’m going to 
do it, I’m going to do it but I’m not going to be a fool if I know. If I can’t go there 
[overseas] in like two, three years, why keep trying? I was just not meant to go.  
Both Willian and Terrence gave themselves 2 to 3 years to continue pursuing their dream to play 
professionally before they would stop. They both seemed to have a perspective that after a 
certain time, it was no longer in their best interest to continue trying to make it professionally. 
Bradford also stated that, “If it doesn’t happen within two years, then I’m not going to sit around 
just waiting and try to make a dream that probably won’t ever come true. I want to pursue other 
things at the same time.”  
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Shelton was the only participant that stated he no longer had the desire to become a 
professional athlete and was no longer willing to try after he graduated. Shelton said,  
Yes. It [going pro] was always been a dream. I wanted to go professional which, you 
know, now that I’m older I feel like that’s just a dream. But when I was younger and I 
feel like I have the skill to go pro. But as I get older, I realized that I am getting old so 
now it’s time for me to settle down in my career. Yes. But I always wanted to go 
professional.  
As previously mentioned, Shelton was 26 years old at the time of the interview and had worked 
for two years driving semi-trailer trucks before enrolling in college. Shelton did not have a lack 
of confidence in his skills or his ability to play professional baseball. He rather took what he 
mentioned as a more realistic perspective regarding his chances to make it. He stated:  
I have a lot of confidence [in my skills], but like I said, I’m chasing 26. It wouldn’t be 
realistic, say in another two years, I would be knocking on 30. Who’s going to pick up a 
30-year-old freshman in the Majors? I just live in reality. 
Shelton’s comment, “I just live in reality,” implied that he had a strong sense of career maturity, 
which was previously defined in Chapter I by Super (1955) as, “the place reached on the 
continuum of vocational development from exploration to decline” (p. 153). Shelton admitted to 
once having a dream to play professional baseball, but that he had reached a point in his life 
where he accepted that what was once a dream would no longer become a reality. Despite the 
NCAA’s (2017a) publication of the probability of going pro, the other participants discussed 
their perspectives and motivating factors that contributed to their confidence in making it to the 
professional ranks.  
 
128 
Confidence in “Going Pro”. The research shows that the chance of any college athlete, 
regardless of race, to play professional basketball is 1.1%, and professional baseball is 9.1% 
(NCAA, 2017a). The question was posed to each student-athlete if they were aware of the 
probability of making it to the professional ranks in their sport. All the participants except for 
one had no idea what the chances were to play professionally. Wade had recently attended a 
professional basketball camp where he had been made aware of the percentages. Table 12 was 
then shown to the student-athletes so that they too could be knowledgeable of their chances of 
becoming a professional athlete.  
Table 12 
Estimated Probability of Competing in Professional Athletics 
 NCAA 
Participants 
# NCAA  
Drafted 
% NCAA to 
Major Pro 
% NCAA to 
Total Pro 
Baseball 34,554 7,679 9.1% -- 
Men’s Basketball 18,684 4,152 1.1% 19.1% 
Source: NCAA (2017a). Estimated probability of competing in athletes. NCAA Research. Retrieved from: 
http://www.ncaa.org/sites/default/files/2015-16RES_Probability_Chart_Web_20170314.pdf 
 
 After the participants were made aware of the probability of competing in professional 
athletics, some of them were shocked and others were not surprised. William’s response after 
being shown the chart was, “Wow, that’s a lot of people and it’s a low percentage.” When asked 
how did the low numbers make him feel, William stated:  
It’s kind of shocking. I would expect more but if you actually sit back and look at it, you 
know, it takes a lot of dedication to get to that level and a lot of people can have the 
talent, the dreams and the aspiration, but if you’re not putting in the time, then it won’t 




Terrence was not at all shocked by the numbers. After being shown the probability chart, he 
stated, “That’s reality.” Terrence also noticed the column in the chart labeled “% NCAA to Total 
Pro,” was significantly higher (19.1%) than the column labeled “% NCAA to Major Pro” (1.1%). 
The NCAA to major pro figures were based on the major American professional leagues (i.e. 
NBA, MLB, etc.). The NCAA to total pro figures accounted for the NBA, NBA D-League, and 
international opportunities. Once he was explained the differences in the columns, Terrence then 
stated:  
There’s always hope somewhere else. You got D-league and overseas and semi-pro. I can 
say like it’s not a lot of people that think about going pro [NBA] from a DII anyway. The 
only person who went [to the NBA] from DII that I know is Ben Wallace. He’s a walking 
triple, double, double. You got to have that type of numbers to even get looked at by 
NBA teams. But, I feel like I got a chance to make that money overseas, like there’s no 
question because I just found out like there’s different types of levels over there. 
The response by Terrence implied that he understood his chances of going to the NBA was 
unlikely coming from a Division II institution. However, he seemed to be even more encouraged 
and confident that he could become a professional athlete overseas when he realized the chances 
of him making it to a professional league other than the NBA was more promising. Elton also 
mentioned, “I feel like I may have a chance overseas because that 19.1% is higher than 1.1%. I 
like my chances.”  
The common ideology amongst the participants that with hard work, they could achieve 
their dreams and goals was another reason the confidence level of the participants seemed to be 
high. This belief is consistent with the “American Dream” ideology that asserts if a person works 
hard enough, they can and should achieve success. Thus, creating the myth that work ethic is the 
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only thing relevant to a person’s success. Wade discussed his understanding that making it to the 
NBA would be challenging, but he also addressed his feelings that his work ethic would 
ultimately afford him the opportunity to either play in the NBA or for another professional 
basketball league. He stated:  
You know, it is not always about going to the NBA but if you work hard, you can do 
whatever. With that being said, you gotta be real with yourself. I’m not saying that I’m 
not NBA-bound but realization is me coming from this HBCU, my journey is just going 
to be hard, so I’m going to have to work harder to get there. But then the realization as in 
the D-league, overseas, semi-pro, whatever, I know for a fact, I’m always going to lock 
somebody up [play good defense]. I just feel like the way I work, it’s going to come. Do 
you know what I’m saying? Just trying to push. 
All the other participants mentioned their work-ethic would be a determining factor if they were 
to become professional athletes. Elton stated that, “I think I have a chance if I put the right 
amount of work in it. There’s no chance if you’re not putting the work that you’re supposed to.” 
Carter stated that, “I know being in the 9% is tough, but I feel like it’s something I got to work 
for. It’s just how much you put like the effort to it.” The participants ongoing mentioning of 
work ethic implied that their belief in achieving their dream of becoming a professional athlete 
will be solely dependent on how much time and hard work is invested in becoming the best 
athlete possible. Ironically, the mentioning of a person’s talent or natural ability was never 
mentioned by any of the participants as a determining factor for becoming a professional athlete. 
Terrence did mention one other factor as a possible determining factor of making it to the 
professional ranks, but quickly reverted back to work ethic saying, “Luck has something to do 
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with it but then again, you’re not going to be noticed if you don’t put the work in. You just got to 
work it.”  
In addition to the participants’ personal feelings that hard work would eventually lead 
them to reach their dreams, the participants were asked what advice they would give to other 
young Black males that aspired to becoming professional athletes. Again, the common response 
was work ethic. Terrence said his advice to young Black males would be:  
If you got that dream, you got to put that work in. You’re going to have to eat because – 
you might work out it once a day. These other cats working out two, three times a day. 
So, you got to put the work in no matter what you do. You might be cold [good] but 
somebody’s always colder than you or better than you. So, basically, it’s about if you’re 
hungry or not. If you think you got a chance, put the work in and let your game do the 
talking. 
Shelton also had advice that was similar for young Black males who aspired to become 
professional athletes. He stated:  
I would tell them anything is possible. I tell them, “You have to put work in. You have to 
work hard. Like even when you feel like you don’t have enough energy, you still have to 
go. You have to work like every day. Every day is a day to get better. So, you have to 
work hard and you have to get out and find - you have to.  
Other participants’ responses were similar in a sense that work ethic was the commonality. The 
reason this question was asked was to determine if the participants would give advice to younger 
people that was similar to the advice that others had given them regarding their chances of going 
pro. The literature mentioned that African American boys view their opportunities as limited in 
assessing traditional careers, but view sports as viable career opportunities (Lee et al., 2011). 
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Disturbingly, only Bradford and William mentioned anything about advising young 
Black boys to get an education. Bradford said, “First they got to get their books, they have to get 
their degree first.” William added that he would advise young Black boys to, “Get your 
education. Without that, I’m serious, you can’t get any farther that where you are now.” William 
and Bradford’s comments suggest that more encouragement to become a college graduate and an 
education man is needed for Black boys than encouragement to work hard in hopes of becoming 
a professional athlete. It is without a doubt that sports can open many doors for young Black 
males and it should be taken into consideration to advise those with athletic ability not to play or 
pursue sports as a career. However, even more important is to reveal the low probability of 
competing in professional athletes and to expose Black boys to careers with greater promise for 
economic mobility and social status escalation (Beamon & Messer, 2014). Even if it is not their 
primary focus, Black males aspiring to play professional sports should have a solid back-up plan 
just in case their primary plan does not result in fruition.  
Back-up plan. The future for each of the participants seemed to be promising. Two of 
the participants had recently graduated, and the others were on track to complete their 
undergraduate studies in the next one to two years. Even with a degree earned or a degree in 
route to be earned, six out of the seven participants stated that their primary focus after 
graduation was to pursue professional athletics. Shelton was the only participant who did not 
want to pursue professional athletics. With the completion of their degree and with the 
understanding of the low probability of making it to the professional ranks, most of the 
participants did have back-up plans that were associated with the academic majors. Bradford 
even mentioned that he planned to pursue professional athletics while simultaneously seeking 
entrance into his field of academic study. He said,  
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I plan on building my resume as far as sports and on a professional level. On a 
professional level, I would say, building my resume now with interns or entry level jobs 
to be able to showcase that to a graduate school or to other jobs and be able to obtain a 
position. As far as sports, I would say building my resume because I have been a five-
year player at MSHBC – just being able to go out and show my skills and talents. 
Bradford’s plan to look for entry-level jobs and possibly attend graduate school showed his 
career maturity by keeping both options open. The length in which Bradford was willing to 
pursue becoming a professional athlete (2 years post-graduation) also displays his level of career 
maturity by thinking critically and realistically about his occupational choice.  
William also discussed his back-up plan if becoming a professional athlete did not work 
out in his favor. He said,  
If that doesn’t work out, I’m going to go back and get my Master’s [degree] in Mass 
Communication. While I’m doing that, I might do teaching sub for a little while until I 
finish my school. I don’t want to overwhelm myself in graduate school. Then when I 
finish that, I’ll join the teaching career. 
William also seemed to have a decent level of career maturity. Not only did he mention 
furthering his education, but he also discussed working as a substitute teacher to get experience 
before he entered the classroom as a certified teacher.  
Terrence’s back-up plan consisted of relocating to another city that he felt had more 
opportunity. Terrence stated:  
For one, I don’t plan on staying in this city. The market in my field takes – it’s very, very 
big. And also, I know a couple of people that work in certain areas in my field, so I 
believe I’m ready to go. And they make a nice good chunk of change [money] [Laughter] 
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That’s what I want to do. I don’t want to be nowhere where I just sit at a lower level 
doing the whole thing for my whole career. I want to move up. Do you know what I’m 
saying? Make more money and take care of my lil girl.  
Terrence also expressed his desire to explore the field of real estate. He further said,  
Once I get some money right, I want to venture out, I wanted to buy a couple of fore-
closed houses. Buy a couple of fore-closed house, you know, get them fixed up, get 
somebody to move in the house. I prefer a Section 8 parts, because that’s, for sure, money 
coming in. I just have to go wait down on that voucher to come in. If I got that money 
coming in from my house, plus I’ll have a job, that’ll just be money coming in.  
While Terrence did not mention what specifically he wanted to do in the workforce, his major 
was Criminal Justice and he previously mentioned becoming a Probation Officer. Terrence 
seemed to be at ease and confident that he would be able to make a comfortable living if he did 
not make it overseas to play professionally. Elton, also a Criminal Justice major, mentioned that 
his primary focus was:  
Playing on the team and playing basketball. That’s my main focus right now, to keep 
playing basketball because I have two kids. That’s my main focus. If basketball doesn’t 
work out, I plan on doing the probation officer just to provide for them. 
Both Terrence and Elton’s, his career maturity did not seem to match the level of Bradford and 
William simply because they did not discuss a sequential plan to how they would secure 
employment if basketball did not work out. It is relevant to mention that both Terrence and 
Bradford both were fathers and were actively involved in their children’s lives. Therefore, their 
sense of career maturity could be impacted by their commitment to being a provider.  
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The only participant that did not seem to have a back-up plan was Wade. Wade being one 
of the two recent graduates, surprisingly mentioned that he was solely focused on making to the 
professional athletics. In response to his immediate plans, Wade stated:  
I’m going to play basketball. I won’t even try to think of no plan B, plan C. No, my mind 
is set, like I’m claiming my blessings. Somebody is going to offer me a contract and I’m 
just going to take it from there. I’m just going to play basketball and go all season, save 
money and invest, and try to work on other things to do to be more successful, but that’s 
my plan. My plan is basketball.  
Despite Wade’s statement that, “I won’t even try to think of no plan B, plan C,” he did mention 
later in the interview that, “I mean, I do have a back-up which is going to work into my major if 
basketball doesn’t come.” His original statement seemed to be more of a psychological stance he 
had taken so that external factors would not prevent or sidetrack him from doing what he 
ultimately wanted to do. His disposition about not having a back-up plan could have also been 
considered linked to his hard work-ethic mentality.  
Each of the participants that expressed the desire to become professional athletes also 
seemed to be confident in their ability to secure employment and live a comfortable life if they 
were unable to make it to the professional ranks. The next section discusses the participants 
career self-efficacy to pursue non-sports related careers.  
Career self-efficacy. Self-efficacy is defined as a person’s belief they have in their 
capabilities to produce effects or accomplish a task (Bandura, 1994). In this study, the research 
question sought to understand the experiences that influence self-efficacy to pursue non-sports 
related careers. Thus, career self-efficacy refers to the participants’ belief they have in 
themselves to secure a career if they did not become or if they were not interested in becoming 
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professional athletes. Shelton, the only participant that had no desire to play professional sports, 
shared his perspective on his career confidence. He stated:  
Well, being that I got - I have paperwork. I have a bachelor degree in business 
administration with a concentration in accounting. I still feel like I still going to be the 
same thing even with my degree because I feel like just because you have a degree, it 
really don’t necessarily put you over people. I feel like more experience, that’ll put you 
over the top. I feel like the better experience you get, the greater the paperwork. Because 
if I was a manager who would I hire, a fresh college student or a person that’s got six 
years of experience? I’ll go with the experience because they know the job. They know 
what they're doing. This college student, I got to teach him all over again. It’s going to 
take him a year or so to actually learn the system, so yes. But, you know, this degree 
could help out some ways, and plus over here, they're teaching us a lot of about 
entrepreneurship and that’s something I always want to get into. 
Shelton’s confidence or career self-efficacy did not seem to be that great. Perhaps a reason he 
seemed to lack high career self-efficacy was due to him previously being in the workforce 
without a degree. He also seemed to have an understanding that just with the completion of his 
degree did not guarantee him employment. Shelton stated, “I’m just being realistic.”  
Some of the other participants, even though “going pro” was their primary goal, still 
seemed to have high confidence that they would be just fine in finding and securing a job outside 
of sports. William stated that he was “very confident” that he would live comfortably doing 
something in his major if professional athletics did not work out. William said, “I’m in education 
now. I know there’s not that many male African Americans in that field. I already got offers for 
jobs and stuff, internships. So, I’m very confident.” Carter echoed William’s statement and said:  
 
137 
I feel like I’m going to be satisfied. I know that I’m going to be well-off at least. I’m 
going to have a good, decent household, a car, a job – anything. If I know I can’t make 
baseball, I know I’ll have a decent living.  
Carter mentioned that his confidence was due to his major. Carter was majoring in Mathematics 
and stated, “The only reason I majored in Mathematics was because MSHBC don’t have 
Engineering. So, Imma go to grad school for Engineering and I know I’ll be straight after that.”  
The two recent graduates, Bradford and Wade shared their feelings of confidence in 
securing a job outside of sports. As a recent graduate with a major in Information Technology, 
Bradford said:  
I’m very confident because being an African American male in the information 
technology field, that’s something to look forward to because there’s not a lot of African 
Americans in the information technology field, so there’re a lot of job offers from 
different companies to bring diversity and color to their company, so I’m just looking 
forward to that.  
When asked to discuss the influences that impacted his confidence, Bradford added:   
It really just really came by me getting my degree. I see that I had to put in work. It was 
hard at times where I felt like I wouldn’t finish it but now that I finished it, it’s like I look 
back and I understand that the work that I put in is leading me to become a better person 
and to gain that confidence and to know that even without sports and basketball, that now 
I can do something else to help me be successful. 
Wade, although previously mentioned that he was solely focusing on making to the professional 
athletics and was not focusing on a plan A or plan B, still seemed to possess high confidence in 
his ability to secure a job outside of sports. Wade stated:  
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Well, I’m confident in anything I set my mind to. One, because I’m a male in the 
education field. There’s not a lot of males in the school system. Two, because of where of 
I came from. I have a good background of stuff that I went through that I can encourage 
the students, to motivate them, to teach them. And I wouldn’t want to have my mom and 
grandma looking at me and judging me in a certain way so I’d be out there grinding, 
making some type of living, being successful. It’s just installed in me not to fail, but it’s 
just all within yourself, your inner-self. I see myself making some type of way. It’d be 
hard starting out though, not being able to play basketball. But I know I’ll be aight.  
Although Wade’s statement about him not having a career back-up plan seemed to reflect low 
levels of career maturity, his response in terms of his confidence to secure a position outside of 
sports revealed that he had high career self-efficacy. Wade admits that it would initially be 
difficult for him if he did not make it to professional athletics. However, because his career self-
efficacy to secure a non-sports related job seemed to be so high, his chances of employment 
seem promising as well.  
Life skills program. Most of the participants expressed high confidence in their ability to 
secure non-sports related careers. While each of the participants’ confidence was influenced by 
different experiences, one common experience that seemed to be impactful was the Life Skills 
program they each attended in the Fall 2016 semester. The Life Skills program was coordinated 
by me and focused on educating student-athletes on the development and enhancement of social 
and soft skills that applied beyond the classroom. Session topics included but were not limited to: 
1). cost of living, 2). elevator speeches, 3). interviewing etiquette, 4). time management, and 5). 
major/career exploration. William expressed his feelings about the course and how he believed it 
impacted his confidence: 
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I took a lot out of it because, like I said, we had the one-on-one conversations and just 
talked about real stuff. Some people might not think that’s for college. Me on the other 
hand, I believe that’s what you was there for and I appreciate it because when I did talk to 
you at one point in time it kinda gave me that confidence I needed. That was the time 
when my GPA was going down and I wasn’t focused on the one that I couldn’t fix. I was 
just steering off a little bit, and that program helped me and I’m grateful for it.  
William continued by stating his feelings about the program. He added: 
I think it should be required because we go through a lot as athletes. I’m not saying that 
the regular students don’t go through anything, but a lot of athletes at HBCU face a lot of 
challenges, and something like that would keep us in a train of thought that keep fighting, 
keep pushing.  
Terrence specifically referred to one of the session topics as being a contributing factor in not 
only his career self-efficacy, but how it was a determining factor in him changing his major to 
Criminal Justice. Terrence stated:  
Once we sat down, you had us to look at the different states we were in, like the state 
we’re in and the different states we’ll going in, how much will we ever make doing our 
major, with our degree. I looked at it then I was looking at the numbers. I’m like, “Man, 
this can’t be right.” [Laughter] So what I did, I remember the website, Later on that week, 
I went back to the website, looked up the numbers and stuff for criminal justice. It was a 
whole 20-more thousand out there that I can make in a year by doing something simple 
like, say, probation officer or something. So I was like, “Man, how is a probation officer 
making more than a teacher?” So I’m like, “I’m in the wrong field.” [Laughter] That 
particular exercise helped me a lot. That’s the main reason I changed my major. 
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The class session that Terrence referred to was on cost of living in different places throughout 
the country. Students were required to look up their desire job that was related to their major and 
to research the average salary for that position in the city in which they desired to live in. 
Thereafter, students had to use a cost of living comparison calculator to determine how much of 
the salary they would possibly have after all monthly expenses were paid.  
Although Shelton did not particularly care for the structure of the college curriculum as it 
was, he did seem to appreciate the topics discussed in the life skills program. He stated:  
Well, to be honest, I was looking forward to every class session. I don’t be like that for 
my regular classes. Like I was looking forward to the class because I felt like I was 
actually learning things in that class. Like you’re teaching me about life, you know, about 
- you taught me something I’ll never forget. It’s kind of an elevator pitch. I felt like those 
are the things I should be learning in college. You should learn how to carry yourself 
professionally. Like that class, you showed me how to pretty much carry myself more 
professionally, because I was so used to the [city name] life, how we dress and 
everything. Now, I feel like I’m more mature. I feel like I’m grown up a little more. Like 
you were teaching me like it’s just certain things that you do and ways you carry 
yourself. There are certain ways that you do it. So, yes, I felt like that class is very 
valuable.  
The other athletes shared similar perspectives about the life skills program. It is important to 
mention that the program was offered as a non-credit bearing class. This means that the student-
athletes that participated in the program did so on their own. Bradford stated that the program, 
“Definitely impacted me. I just learned how to present myself in a different way than just being a 
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basketball player.” Elton added that he felt like the program, “brought our team closer together 
because we talked about stuff that didn’t have nothing to do with sports.”  
The research suggests that institutions that have implemented mentoring programs have 
been more successful in combating the barriers to retention and persistence of African American 
men (LaVant et al., 1997). While the goal of the life skills program was not initially designed to 
become a mentoring program, it did provide mentoring opportunities. As previously mentioned, 
the relationship and mentorship between myself and Shelton was established in the life skills 
program. It was humbling to learn that the participants found value in the different sessions and 
that it enabled them to enhance their self-efficacy to pursue a career outside of sports.  
Summary of theme 4. It was revealed that six out of seven participants in this study 
aspired to become a professional athlete even after being educated on the estimated probability 
of competing in professional athletics. This high percentage can be considered consistent with 
the literature which states Black males are overrepresented in the field of sports. The positive 
takeaway from this theme is that all the participants either recently graduated or was on track to 
graduate in the next 1 to 2 years. This statistic is also supportive of the literature that HBCUs 
have afforded academically underprepared African American males access to postsecondary 
education. This theme further suggests that while six of the participants’ primary focus was to go 
pro, their encounters with different people, their completed or soon to be completion of a college 
degree, and their experiences in a life skills program enabled them to develop self-efficacy to 
secure a non-sports related back-up career.  
Summary of Findings 
The findings presented in this chapter were both consistent, and at times, contradictory to 
the literature. Six out of the seven participants did mention that they aspired to play professional 
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sports. This can be considered comparable to the literature stating that African American males 
disproportionally aspire more than Whites to pursue professional careers in sports (Burden et al., 
2004; & Goldsmith, 2003). However, none of the participants seemed to perceive their 
opportunities as limited in assessing traditional careers (Lee et al., 2011 & Parmer, 1994). In fact, 
all the participants stated that they felt very confident in their ability or self-efficacy to secure a 
job related to their academic major if their dreams to play professionally did not turn to fruition. 
The literature also stated that college is simply a place for many student-athletes to audition for 
professional leagues (New, 2015), and therefore are clustered into academic majors that are 
deemed “athlete-friendly” (Fountain & Finley, 2009). Out of the seven participants, only two had 
the same academic major. This implies that the clustering of student-athletes into programs with 
no specific academic focus was not an issue at MSHBC. The literature also mentioned that 
because most of student-athletes’ time is spent with their coaches, they tend to become isolated 
from other peer groups on college campus (Astin, 1984). The findings, however, revealed that 
the participants made meaningful and nurturing connections with multiple people on campus, 
including faculty, non-athletic staff, and non-athlete peers. Such connections were consistent 
with the literature which highlighted HBCUs “it takes a village to raise a child” approach to 
ensure a welcoming culture that focuses on the holistic development of its students (Davis, 
2006). Lastly, the findings in this study contradict the literature that mentioned African 
American males are recruited by colleges and university for the sole purpose of playing their 
respective sport (Smith, 2007). Participants in this study discussed their feelings of being 
overlooked in their recruitment process coming out of high school. Therefore, as opposed to 
being or feeling exploited as student-athletes, MSHBC simply afforded the participants in this 
study an opportunity to continue to play the sport in which they loved. The participants, 
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however, took advantage of the opportunity that MSHBC afforded them and have 
simultaneously prepared themselves for life after sports. Hence, participants “played the game,” 
but “did not let it play them.” 
Chapter Summary 
This chapter revealed the four themes that emerged from the data analysis of this study: 
1) the decision to attend college, 2) influences contributing to academic persistence, 3) the value 
of a college degree, and 4) aspirations to become a professional athlete. Each theme sought to 
answer and make meaning of the participants’ different experiences that pertained to the research 
questions listed in Chapter 1. Additionally, the findings were connected to relevant literature. 
The next and final chapter will discuss the summary of the study, will provide implications of the 
findings, will make suggestions and recommendations for future research, and will conclude with 






Discussion and Conclusion 
The purpose of this research study was to understand the experiences that influence 
African American male student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, and academic persistence 
at a Division II Historically Black College. This chapter summarizes the study, and discusses the 
implications of findings in relation to the research questions. Lastly, the chapter will provide 
suggestions that might be useful for future research.  
Summary of the Study 
There is a vast amount of literature about African American male student-athletes’ 
pursuit to become professional athletes. Most of the literature focuses on the negative 
experiences, unchallenging college academic curriculums, overrepresentation by the media, and 
exploitation of African American male student-athletes at Division I, Predominately White 
Institutions (PWIs) (Beamon, 2008; Beamon & Bell, 2006; Brown & Blastetter-Fender, 2000; 
Burns et al., 2013; Fountain & Finley, 2009). Despite the negative experiences exhibited by 
many student-athletes, there is a limited but growing body of qualitative research on the 
experiences of African American male student-athletes at Division II Historically Black Colleges 
and Universities (HBCUs)that disclose the efforts made by these institutions to prepare their 
student-athletes for life after sports. 
Several scholars are leading the charge to document the experiences of African American 
male student-athletes at HBCUs (Charlton, 2011; Cooper, 2013; Cooper et al., 2014; Cooper & 
Hall, 2014; Cooper & Hawkins, 2012; Hodge, 2015). Cooper and Hawkins (2012) specifically 
set out to identify key factors associated with positive college experiences among Black male 
student-athletes at a HBCU. Despite Cooper and Hawkins’ work, as well as the work of other 
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scholars previously mentioned, there remains a scarcity of additional research on African 
American male student-athlete experiences at HBCUs. The intent of this study was to present the 
findings from a case of African American male student-athletes demonstrating what it might take 
to play a sport for the vast opportunities it can provide outside of athletics (i.e., access to higher 
education, networking opportunities, character development, etc.) rather than the limited chances 
it provides to become a professional athlete.  
Qualitative research methods were used to understand the experiences of African 
American male student-athletes at a HBCU in order to tell the story of how the participants 
construct meaning of their lived experiences. A case study methodology was chosen for this 
study using a semi-structured interview guide (see Appendix A), a focus group interview guide 
(see Appendix B), and participant artifacts (see Appendix C) to collect and analyze data. 
Essentially, the collection of data through the previously mentioned methods provided an 
understanding of the participants’ experiences as African American male student-athletes at a 
HBCU.  
This study’s focus was specific to only certain individuals, and therefore purposeful 
sampling was used to identify 7 African American male student-athletes for this study. Upon 
completion of data collection, the recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, and then coded 
for data analysis in search of common themes. Additionally, participants’ selection and 
description of an artifact provided an additional perspective on their verbal responses to the 
questions asked during the interviews. Overall, four themes emerged from the findings related to 
the research questions that guided this study:  
1. What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ decision to attend a 
Division II HBCU?  
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2. How does competing on the Division II level impact African American male student-
athletes’ expectations to become a professional athlete?  
3. What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ self-efficacy to 
pursue non-sports related careers? 
4. What experiences while attending a HBCU contribute to African American male student-
athletes’ academic persistence? 
The participants identified several factors that revealed answers to the abovementioned research 
questions. Their responses for answering the four research questions are summarized below.  
Discussion of Findings  
Research Question 1: What experiences influence African American male student-
athletes’ decision to attend a Division II HBCU? Sports played a significant factor for all but 
one of the student-athletes’ decision to attend college. None of the participants were offered any 
full athletic scholarships to play at Division I institution. Additionally, with five out of the seven 
participants receiving a 17 or lower on their ACT, even if offered, their ability to accept a 
scholarship to play at a D-I institution would have been at the mercy of the NCAA’s sliding scale 
eligibility and core grade-point average (NCAA, 2011b). Despite not being offered to play for a 
D-I institution, most of the participants still had the desire to continue playing their sport on the 
collegiate level after graduating high school. All the participants expressed feelings of being 
overlooked by schools in which they thought should have recruited them.  
Unlike D-I institutions that have large stadiums and arenas, can provide national and 
regional broadcasting coverage, and are sponsored by athletic apparel companies, many 
programs at D-II HBCUs have less than stellar training facilities, lack local exposure and 
recognition, rely on purchased rather than sponsored team apparel, and mostly unprofitable 
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(Weisbrod et al., 2008). However, for a person that loves their sport and is passionate about 
playing on the collegiate level, a lack of amenities that can be provided by a D-I institution, can 
become acceptable as long as the opportunity to play still exists. Therefore, simply being offered 
the opportunity to play on the collegiate level was enough for the participants in this study to 
make the decision to attend a Division II HBCU.  
The literature points out that HBCUs were established to provide educational 
opportunities to Black students during a time when they were not permitted to attend, at the time, 
all White institutions. The findings in this study align with the literature that HBCUs have 
afforded academically underprepared African American males access to postsecondary education 
that might have otherwise been impossible (Lundy-Wagner & Gasman, 2011). Because each 
participant grew up in low to middle-class environments, no one’s family was financially 
positioned to support them while in college. Therefore, it was evident that without some type of 
scholarship or financial assistance, their chances of going to college would have been unlikely. 
Several of the participants mentioned that they were not sure if they would be in college if it had 
not been for the opportunity provided to them through sports.  
Regardless of their financial stability, many of the participants’ family members were 
still strong advocates for them to attend college. Surprisingly, there was not much mentioning by 
the participants of their family pushing them to go to college just to play sports. The literature 
asserted that Black parents place more emphasis on athletics than academics and are more likely 
to believe their sons are destined for careers as professional athletes (Beamon, 2010; Edwards, 
1984; Eitzen, 2005). However, the parents and family members in this study were quoted as 
being advocates for higher education and degree completion more than professional athletics. 
Contrary to the belief of many parents of African American males that professional sports is a 
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promising career (Sellers & Kuperminc, 1997), upward social mobility into higher social class 
standings was believed to be attainable simply by completing a college degree. As a result, the 
participants’ acceptance into college and ultimate attainment of a college degree was a 
satisfactory reason for most of the participants in this study to go to college, regardless if it was a 
Division II HBCU.  
Research Question 2: How does competing on the Division II level impact African 
American male student-athletes’ expectations to become a professional athlete? It did not 
come as a surprise that all the student-participants in this study aspired to become a professional 
athlete at some time in their life. Sports are introduced to Black males at an early age. Sports can 
be considered as extra-curricular activities, an avenue to foster exercise and health living, or 
simply an alternative to keep Black male youth out of trouble. For whatever reason in which 
sports are intended to initially serve, it often develops into a passion and love by the players. The 
quest for a young Black male to be the best at a sport can be fueled by coaches, competition 
amongst friends, and sometimes even parents. Consequently, the best players are those who play 
on the biggest and brightest stages which are the NBA, NFL, and MLB. Therefore, it is 
understandable that the participants had dreams of becoming professional athletes because it 
symbolizes the epitome of success for athletic attainment. 
What was surprising, however, was that six out of the seven participants still had dreams 
to become a professional athlete even though they played at a less exposed Division II HBCU 
where their chances were even smaller than athletes that played at Division I institutions. The 
literature points out that less than 2% of all college athletes in the sports of football and men’s 
basketball make it to the NBA or NFL, and less than 10% make it to the MLB (NCAA, 2016, 
2017a). Despite being informed of the probability of making it to the professional ranks, their 
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confidence in their chances to possibly get an opportunity to play professionally did not waiver. 
The participants were aware that the likelihood of getting called to play for either of the major 
American professional leagues immediately after their collegiate athletic careers ended was 
highly unlikely. Thus, most of the athletes in this study who desired to play professionally stated 
their confidence and planned pursuit of playing for other leagues, particularly those overseas. For 
men’s basketball, the probability of NCAA players to compete in other professional leagues 
outside of the NBA was 19.1% (NCAA, 2017a).  
While the chances of playing professionally were understood to be limited, there was a 
common ideology amongst the participants that with hard work, they would ultimately achieve 
their dreams and goals. This belief is consistent with the “American Dream” ideology that asserts 
if a person works hard enough, they can and should achieve success. Media campaigns that 
flaunt professional athletes’ rags to riches stories and cliché phrases such as “hard work pays 
off,” pose a façade that work-ethic is the only factor in becoming successful. Sailes (1998) 
mentioned that the lives of African American male professional athletes are romanticized by the 
media, resulting in what Davis (1999) claim to be a false sense of equity about the American 
workplace. The participants in this study seemed to be impacted by such superficial rhetoric as 
their ongoing mentioning of work ethic confirmed their belief that because they considered 
themselves hard workers, they had a chance to accomplish their goal of becoming a professional 
athlete. Ironically, the mentioning of a person’s talent or natural ability was never mentioned by 
any of the participants.  
Furthermore, a few of the participants mentioned that they personally knew other players 
that had played at Division II schools that had gone overseas to play professional and had done 
well for themselves. Such stories only added to the participants’ confidence that they too could 
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make a team and compete overseas. To determine if such encouragement to play professional 
sports was cultural, the participants were asked what advice they would give other Black male 
youth who aspired to become a professional athlete. Disturbingly, only two participants 
mentioned anything about advising young Black males to get an education. The other 
participants voiced redundant phrases that advised the youth to work hard and anything would be 
possible. The literature mentioned that African American boys view their opportunities as 
limited in assessing traditional careers, but view sports as viable career opportunities (Lee et al., 
2011). The findings seem to reveal that there is a continuous cycle of cliché catch-phrases used 
by Black men to encourage Black boys. Such ill-advice can be considered a self-inflicting 
weapon if Black males fail to expose Black boys to other careers with greater promise for 
economic mobility and social status escalation (Beamon & Messer, 2014). 
Research Question 3: What experiences influence African American male student-
athletes’ self-efficacy to pursue non-sports related careers? The findings revealed that the 
primary goal for most of the participants in this study was to become a professional athlete. 
However, six out of the seven participants expressed high confidence, or self-efficacy, in their 
ability to secure a non-sports related career if they did not become professional athletes. One 
factor that contributed to their confidence in pursuing non-sports related careers was their 
participation in a life skills program that focused on the development of social and soft skills that 
applied beyond the classroom. Additionally, the program offered a career exploration component 
with allowed participants to view job titles and salaries that were associated with their academic 
major. Participants were charged with engaging in mock interviews for jobs outside of sports and 
were challenged to present themselves as a professional. Hodge (2015) suggests that HBCUs 
need greater resources that support academic programs such as tutoring services, open access to 
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technology, and success skills workshops to ensure the success of student-athletes. It is worthy to 
mention that the Life Skills program that was conducted at MSHBC in the fall of 2014 was done 
pro bono, or for public good. The program was the first of its kind to be implemented for 
student-athletes at MSHBC. Since the completion of that program, unfortunately there has not 
been any resource allocation to continue what the athletes expressed was a worthwhile 
experience.  
The interactions with faculty, non-coaching staff, and mentors also proved to be 
influential in the participants’ self-efficacy to pursue and secure and non-sports related career. 
The literature states that most of student-athletes’ time is spent with their coaches and that their 
athletic involvement isolates them from other peer groups (Astin, 1984). This assertion claims 
that such isolation from the student body can negatively affect student-athletes’ abilities to 
discover other interests and skills to develop career maturity and career self-efficacy. The benefit 
of African American males attending a HBCU is that they do not have to try as hard to fit in 
because the faculty and staff is predominately Black. Also, unlike African American students 
attending predominately White institutions that often experience alienation (Rankin & Reason, 
2005; Tinto, 1987), the participants in this study expressed their sense of belonging and their 
fluid connections with multiple individuals on campus. The findings in this study held true with 
the literature that mentioned faculty and staff at HBCUs are committed to fostering the holistic 
development of its students to produce competent graduates (Allen et al., 2007; Davis, 2006). 
The findings revealed that the participants actively engaged in conversation outside of the 
classroom with their professors and with staff members about different jobs related to their major 
and the salary associated with those jobs.  
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The result of the life skills program, the culture and sense of belonging created by 
MSHBC, and the fluid interactions with professors and staff members outside of the athletic 
department enabled six out of the seven participants to feel very confident in their ability and 
future career outside of sports. Although none of the abovementioned factors steered the 
participants away from pursuing professional athletics, the experiences did contribute to their 
career self-efficacy and understanding of what skills and credentials would be needed to secure a 
non-sports related back-up career.  
Research Question 4: What experiences while attending a HBCU contribute to 
African American male student-athletes’ academic persistence? The first factor mentioned 
by several of the student-athletes that contributed to their academic persistence was the campus 
culture of MSHBC. Campus culture consisted of participants’ sense of belonging on campus. 
This discovery was not surprising as the literature mentions that HBCUs operate under the 
guidance of culturally empowering missions (Cooper, 2013) and have caring organizations 
(Charlton, 2011). Part of the reason why the participants in this study chose to attend a Division 
II HBCU was because they felt like they were overlooked by other institutions. The findings 
revealed that the participants valued the connections provided by MSHBC and the attention that 
they received by being students. There were no expressed feelings of being “just a number” by 
any participant in this study. In Cooper and Hawkins’ (2012) study, the theme “not just a 
number” emerged from the participants’ responses to questions pertaining to academic 
experiences. This is consistent with the vast amount of literate that asserts that HBCUs are 
unique and purposeful in its mission to educate Black students (Allen et al., 2007; Brown & 
Davis, 2001; Gallien & Peterson, 2005). The “Village,” an identified subtheme in the findings, 
also directly correlated with the findings of this study in which several people on MSHBC’s 
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campus worked individually but collectively to ensure positive academic persistence of the 
students (Allen et al., 2007; Davis, 2006; Ponder, 2006).  
The revealing of participant artifacts also provided insight on personal experiences that 
contributed to the participants’ academic persistence. Artifacts presented by two of the 
participants in this study represented deceased relatives. The connections made between the 
participants and their artifacts were not only emotional but were also spiritual and motivational. 
As a result, they were both encouraged to complete their college degrees to gain the approval and 
to please those who they had lost. Other artifacts that were identified by other participants 
provided a deeper understanding as to what contributed to their academic persistence. It was 
revealed that the many of the participants’ primary reason for academically persisting was due 
the sake of others.  
Multiple emotions were revealed regarding how the participants felt about the value of a 
college degree. Only three of the participants felt like a college degree was necessary in their 
professional careers. The other participants either felt like college was not necessary or was 
unsure if a degree was necessary. It is important to mention that each of the participants in this 
study was in good standing and was on track to graduate, if they had not already recently 
graduated. For participants who felt like college was not necessary, their academic persistence 
was influenced by their understanding that a degree is helpful and can be beneficial in the 
workforce. However, because these participants had witnessed other people become successful 
without college degrees, they were simply not sold on the fact that a degree is needed to be 
successful.  
Despite only a few of the participants’ feeling that college was necessary, their 
participation in sports revealed to be a major contributor to their academic persistence. This is in 
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contrast to the literature suggesting that many student-athletes declare “athlete-friendly” majors 
just to maintain eligibility, only two of the seven participants in this study had the same 
academic major. The findings revealed that student-athletes at MSHBC were not provided easier 
academic workloads and were challenged academically just like their non-athlete peers. 
Therefore, because the participants desired to maintain their athletic eligibility, they also ensured 
their academic persistence. Regardless of how much the participants valued or thought getting a 
college degree was important, all the participants expressed a strong commitment to completing 
their college degree to better their chances of securing a non-sports related career whenever their 
playing days comes to an end.  
Implications and Recommendations  
The findings from this study suggest several ways in which parents, college coaches, 
college athletic academic advisors, career advisors, and sports psychologists can help prepare 
African American male student-athletes for life after sports. Although the findings in this study 
cannot be generalized to all institutional types or even all HBCUs, all practitioners who work 
with African American male student-athletes should consider the following implications and 
recommendations for policy and practice.  
First, parents of Black boys should not solely rely on sports to raise their children and 
must not pressure their children to play sports. Instead, parents should place more emphasis on 
education to empower their Black boys to see other occupations that hold greater promise for 
upward mobility. Parents, therefore, should educate and expose their Black boys to other 
activities that challenged them intellectually and not just physically. Exposure to activities such 
as performing arts, musical instruments, automotive repair, STEM camps, agriculture, 
photography, film-making, home repair, volunteering, entrepreneurship, politics, etc., should all 
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be considered to expose Black boys to multiple areas that exist outside of sports. The media’s 
overrepresentation of successful African American males in sports can cause Black boys to 
aspire to become professional athletes rather than wanting to pursue other professions with 
greater promise. Sage (2005) mentions that there are far more African American men who are 
successful lawyers and doctors than professional athletes. It is therefore up to the parents of 
Black boys not to limit their children’s potential to be great in something other than sports.  
This study found that HBCUs provide great environments that can positively influence 
African American male student-athletes’ academic persistence and their self-efficacy to secure 
non-sports careers upon graduation. To combat the issues that many HBCUs presently face (i.e., 
declining financial support, declining retention, declining enrollments, etc.), Black celebrities, 
Black athletes, Black entertainers, Black educators, Black doctors, Black lawyers, Black 
businessmen, Black banks, and all others willing and able, should adopt an HBCU of their choice 
to financially support. There are only 100 HBCUs, at present time, in 19 states and the District of 
Columbia (NCES, 2017). Reasons for declining enrollment at HBCUs can be contributed to a 
lack of interest from Black students due to a lack of student services, academic majors, or student 
activities. Each of the previously mentioned functions can be financial burdens on HBCUs. 
However, with the financial assistance of external supporters, HBCUs can reclaim their 
relevancy to the Black students and can continue to fulfill its mission to empower and elevate the 
Black community. As the literature mentions, “it takes a village” to ensure the success of 
students at HBCU (Davis, 2006). The village in this regard is the Black community.  
The findings from this study also revealed that the participants benefited greatly from the 
Life Skills program. Participant responses suggest that the program be implemented as a credit-
bearing classes for both athletes and non-athletes. Similar life skills programs at other institutions 
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are offered as courses for student-athletes. The course is normally taught by an academic advisor 
that is specifically designated for student-athletes. To implement such a program, first an advisor 
should be identified or hired to work exclusively with student-athletes. That advisor should then 
develop a robust program that extends beyond one academic semester. Next, learning outcomes 
must be determined to track developmental progress for each semester. The primary goal will be 
to expose and prepare student-athletes for careers other than professional athletics. This course 
should allow for presentations from multiple departments on campus such as Career Services, 
Educational Support Services, Psychological Counseling, etc. The program should provide 
working alumni the opportunity to visit and possibly become mentors to the student-athletes. 
LaVant et al. (1997) imply that institutions that implement mentoring programs have more 
success in combating the barriers to retention and persistence of African American males. 
Student-athletes should be required to work a certain number of community service hours as a 
graded assignment. Not only will serving in the community enable exposure for the institution, 
but it will also allow the student-athletes networking opportunities with community members 
that may possibly warrant employment opportunities post-graduation.  
Lastly, the program should identify opportunities for internships during the summer or 
during the student-athletes’ off-season. Although there is a growing body of research on African 
American male student-athlete experiences at Division II HBCUs, there is still a limited amount 
of research that exist. Further qualitative research on the African American male student-
athletes’ experiences, expectations of going pro, and the support offered by HBCUs could prove 
to be valuable for future African American male student-athletes. Future studies should also 
include data collection from parents, coaches, professors, and other administrators that work at 
HBCUs to gain and understanding of their efforts put worth to prepare student-athletes for life 
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after sports. This study does not suggest attempting to alter African American male student-
athletes’ aspirations to become a professional athlete. Instead, it suggests that more emphasis on 
education and more exposure to other occupations are needed to enable more African American 
males to view careers outside of sports as obtainable and more promising for upward social 
mobility. 
Concluding Remarks 
The purpose of this study was to understand the experiences of African American male 
student-athletes at a Division II HBCU. The study particularly sought to understand the 
experiences that influenced African American male student-athlete’s college choice, career 
goals, and academic persistence. The findings revealed multiple realities of the participants’ 
lived experiences. However, the general commonality discovered was that sports had provided 
the participants access to higher education, the opportunity to play collegiate athletics, and 
ultimately the chance to earn a college degree. My goal was to understand how being a student-
athlete at a D-II HBCU would influence their desire to play professional sports. In summary, this 
study serves as a source of data for African American male athletes of all ages with aspirations to 
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Individual Interview Guide 
Research Question #1 
What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ decision to attend a 
Division II HBCU? 
 
1. Thinking back to your high school playing experiences, do you feel that your level of 
play in high school accurately reflected your level of college recruitment? In other words, 
were you recruited by schools you thought should have recruited you? Or did you feel 
slighted?  
 
2. Were you offered athletic scholarships to attend other schools? If so, what schools were 
they and what NCAA division level of play were they? If not, how did this make you 
feel? 
 
3. What were your grades like in high school? Do you remember what you made on the 
ACT/SAT? If so, what?  
 
4. Did your high school coaches encourage you to do well academically or did it seem like 
they were more concerned with how well you performed athletically?  
 
5. Is or was ever becoming a professional athlete a dream of yours? If yes, is that still a 
dream today? If it was, when did that dream come to an end?  
 
6. What ultimately led you to attend and play at a Division II HBCU?  
 
Research Question #2 
How does competing on the Division II level impact African American male student-athletes’ 
expectations to become a professional athlete?  
 
1. Do you know the estimated percentage of NCAA male student-athletes to compete on a 
professional level in your sport? How does that make you feel?  
 
2. Do you know the estimated percentage of NCAA Division II male student-athletes to 
compete on a professional level in your sport? How does that make you feel?  
 
3. How do you feel about the exposure and media coverage (or lack thereof) received by 
playing at a Division II HBCU?  
 
4. If you were invited to speak to African American male student-athletes at your high 
school who have aspirations to become a professional athlete, what advice would you 





Research Question #3 
What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ self-efficacy to pursue non-
sports related careers? 
 
1. How confident do you feel that you can make a good living not being a professional 
athlete?  
 
2. Tell me about the Life Skills program that you participated in as a student-athlete?  
 
3. How did the program impact your career plans?  
 
4. Do you think the program is something all student-athletes at MSHBC should be required 
to attend? Why or why not?  
 
5. How often do you talk with the faculty members about careers associated with your 
major?  
a. How have these talks influenced your desire to pursue a career other becoming a 
professional athlete? 
 
6. Have you identified or been exposed to any mentors who work in your desired career 
field?  
 
7. Have you worked or completed an internship while in college? If so, how have these 
experiences impacted your confidence in securing employment post-graduation?  
 
8. What are your plans for the future (career, graduate school, etc.)?  
 
Research Question #4 
What experiences while attending a HBCU contribute to African American male student-
athletes’ persistence? 
 
1. While growing up, was going to college discussed? Tell me about the individuals who 
encouraged you to attend and be successful in college.   
 
2. What do you think are some benefits of attending a Historically Black College?  
 
3. Are you involved in any other extracurricular activities on campus (i.e. clubs, 
organizations, fraternities, etc.)? If so, how have these organizations helped you make 
progress in college?  
 
4. Do you feel that college is necessary to do whatever it is you are trying to do as a 
professional? 
 






Focus Group Interview Guide 
Research Question #1 
What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ decision to attend a 
Division II HBCU?  
 
1. Tell me about your initial thoughts when deciding to attend an HBCUs. 
a. Were there any hesitation or resistance?  
b. Did you think you were better and should have been offered to play at a Division I 
school?  
c. Did you have offers from other schools?  
 
2. What did you expect it to be like as an athlete at a Division II HBCU would be like?  
a. Has it lived up to your expectations? If so, how? If not, how?  
 
3. Upon enrolling, did you expect to remain at MSHBC until you graduated? Or was it your 
intentions to come to MSHBC and then transfer to a Division I intuition?  
 
Research Question #2 
How does competing on the Division II level impact African American male student-athletes’ 
expectations to become a professional athlete?  
 
1. How many African American male student-athletes from a Division II institution do you 
know who are currently professional athletes?  
a. Do you know any of these individuals personally?  
b. What you had conversations with these individuals?  
c. Have they encouraged you to pursue becoming a professional athlete? If so, how 
have suggested you do so?  
 
2. How many of your games have been televised (i.e. locally, regionally, or nationally)?  
a. How does this make you feel?  
b. Does is impact your desire to play professionally? How?  
c. Do you think your chances of playing professionally would increase with more 
media exposure?  
 
3. Were there any opportunities for you to compete against a Division I school while at 
MSHBC?  
a. What was the outcome of the game? Who won? 
b. How did you perform individually?  
c. Did the outcome strengthen or weaken your desire to become a professional 
athlete? 
d. Did the outcome strengthen or weaken your confidence in ability to become a 





Research Question #3 
What experiences influence African American male student-athletes’ self-efficacy to pursue non-
sports related careers? 
 
1. Is there anyone who still aspires to become a professional athlete? Why or why not?  
a. How confident are you that your aspirations will become reality?  
 
2. What steps have you taken to put yourself in position of success in your chosen career 
field?  
a. How confident are you securing a position in your chosen field?  
b. Do you know what skills and qualifications are required to secure your desired 
position?  
c. Do you feel like you have or can obtain those skills?  
 
3. Do you feel like playing sports has contributed to your confidence in securing a non-
sports related position? How?  
a. Has playing a sport fueled your competitive nature to win in all areas?  
 
Research Question #4 
What experiences while attending a HBCU contribute to African American male student-
athletes’ persistence? 
 
1. Who do you consider to be your biggest supports and encourages for you to complete 
your college degree?  
a. How have they supported/encouraged you?  
b. Do you think you would be where you are currently without their 
support/encouragement?  
 
2. Do you feel like being a student-athlete has contributed to your persistence in college? 
How?  
a. How have your coaches or professors held you accountable?  
 
3. How important is it for you to receive your college degree?  
a. How important is it for you to receive your college degree from a HBCU?  
b. How does receiving your college degree from an HBCU make you feel?  
c. Are you satisfied with your HBCU experience thus far?  
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Hello [student name],  
 
My name is Eric Bailey and I am a doctoral candidate in the department of Higher Education 
Leadership at the University of Memphis. You should remember me from leading the Life Skills 
program in the fall of 2014. My reason for contacting you is to ask if you would be interested in 
being a part of my research study. In the study, I will attempt to understand the experiences of 
African American male student-athletes attending an HBCU. Participation will include one 30-
60 minute interview and participation in a focus group interview. You will also be asked to 
identify an artifact that is representative of your culture.  
 
There will not be any compensation provided for your participation in this study. However, food 
will be provided during focus group interview.  
 
If you are interested and willing to participate in this study, please complete the attached consent 











Consent to Participate 
 
PI Contact Information: 




Advisor Contact Information: 









WHY ARE YOU BEING INVITED TO TAKE PART IN THIS RESEARCH? 
The researcher is attempting to understand the experiences that influence African American male 
student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, and persistence at a Division II Historically Black 
College. Your participation in this study will help HBCU athletic departments increase its efforts 
on retention by implementing programming focused on the preparing student-athletes for life 
after sports.  
 
WHO IS DOING THE STUDY? 
The study is being performed by Eric Bailey II, as a partial requirement for completing the 
Doctorate of Education Degree in Higher Education at the University of Memphis.   
 
WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY? 
The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences that influence African American male 
student-athletes’ college choice, career goals, and persistence at a Division II Historically Black 
College. It is anticipated that this study would help to understand the ongoing relevancy of 
HBCUs and how it prepares African American student-athletes for life after sports.  
 
ARE THERE REASONS WHY YOU SHOULD NOT TAKE PART IN THIS STUDY? 
The only foreseen reasons why you should not take part in this study is if you do not feel 
comfortable discussing multicultural issues, such as diversity, biases, stereotypes, cultural 
competency, etc. 
 
WHERE IS THE STUDY GOING TO TAKE PLACE AND HOW LONG WILL IT LAST? 
All interviews will take place at a location and at a time that is convenient for you. Each 





WHAT WILL YOU BE ASKED TO DO? 
Participants will be asked to respond to questions about their childhood and upbringing, family 
background, views on education, career goals, and sport participation.  
 
WHAT ARE THE POSSIBLE RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS? 
The possible risks and discomforts entail not wanting to discuss personal feelings about certain 
issues.   
 
WILL YOU BENEFIT FROM TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 
One benefit could be that each participant could grow intellectually by coming to terms with a 
logical and realistic career plan. Participants may also discover how their experiences have 
positively or negatively influenced their desire to pursue a particular career.  
 
DO YOU HAVE TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY? 
No, you do not have to take part in the study. Also, if you choose to take part in the study, you 
may stop participating at any time.   
 
IF YOU DON’T WANT TO TAKE PART IN THE STUDY, ARE THERE OTHER CHOICES? 
There are no other choices at this time.  
 
WHAT WILL IT COST YOU TO PARTICIPATE? 
There will be no charge to participate. The only cost will be 1-2 hours of your time.   
 
WILL YOU RECEIVE ANY REWARDS FOR TAKING PART IN THIS STUDY? 
No, currently there are no rewards for taking part in this study.  
 
WHO WILL SEE THE INFORMATION THAT YOU GIVE? 
This information will be shared with the dissertation committee. Also, this material could be 
published in a journal. However, all names will be changed to pseudonyms to protect any 
personal information.   
 
CAN YOUR TAKING PART IN THE STUDY END EARLY?  
Yes, participants may remove themselves from the study at any time.   
 
ARE YOU PARTICIPATING OR CAN YOU PARTICIPATE IN ANOTHER RESEARCH 
STUDY AT THE SAME TIME AS PARTICIPATING IN THIS ONE? 
Yes, participants may participate in another study at the same time as this one, if they so choose.   
 
WHAT IF YOU HAVE QUESTIONS, SUGGESTIONS, CONCERNS, OR COMPLAINTS?  
Any questions, suggestions, concerns, or complaints can be directed toward the researcher. The 
researcher will be glad to address any issues that might arise.   
 
WHAT IF NEW INFORMATION IS LEARNED DURING THE STUDY THAT MIGHT 
AFFECT YOUR DECISION TO PARTICIPATE?   




WHAT HAPPENS TO MY PRIVACY IF I AM INTERVIEWED?  
Your privacy will be protected at all times. Your real name will not be identified on any 
published documents and your name will be replaced by a pseudonym (false name) assigned by 
the participant or the researcher. Also, all transcriptions and data will be kept in a secure location 
at the researcher’s home in a locked drawer.       
 
 
______________________________________________   ________________ 
Signature of person agreeing to take part in the study   Date 
  
 
______________________________________________   
Printed name of person agreeing to take part in the study  
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